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ABSTRACT

Many experiential education programs maintain that their respective curriculums cause an
increase in environmental ethics and action from graduates. However, a number of researchers
suggest that programs do not produce genuine Responsible Environmental Behavior (REB) in
students. Other researchers and educators have suggested that combining key elements from the two
major models of experiential education — outdoor adventure education and environmental education
— may produce the desired increase in REB. Based on research by Marcinkowski (2001), an increase
in students’ internal locus of control coupled with an holistic approach to teaching ecological
behavior are most likely to achieve this increase. However, there is currently little evidence that
outdoor educators have implemented this hybrid curriculum or that researchers have studied the
suggested curriculum in an actual field environment.

Given my interest in conducting both applied projects and research, | partnered with the
American University of Central Asia in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan to conduct a hybrid experiential
education program in August 2016. Called the Ecological Leadership Program (ELP), this action
research initiative featured an intensive project management component to plan, resource, and
implement the program, as well as an effort to study the effects of the hybrid environmental
adventure education (EAE) curriculum on students’ Responsible Environmental Behavior. The
following thesis includes a narrative of the ELP project implementation process and research
analysis of the EAE curriculum’s effectiveness. Ultimately, research findings indicate that a
Western-style experiential education model can transfer to non-Western countries. Although the full
effectiveness of the EAE model in producing significant and long-term REB was inconclusive, the
study was able to identify four main curriculum areas that current and future experiential education
programs may apply to programming to potentially achieve an increase in students’ Responsible
Environmental Behavior.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite an increase in humanity’s scientific understanding of the negative effects our
behavior has on the environment, these advances in knowledge have not translated over to the
general public in the form of effective action. To the contrary, Western-led development efforts
to bring other countries to the same material standard of living as “developed” nations seem to
completely ignore the growing scientific message that our biosphere is under stresses not
previously experienced during the history of humankind. Despite the publication of countless
academic resources produced through experiments, monitoring, and studies of various kinds, the
ability for researchers to communicate their message and translate that message into action
seems to fall short (Farley, Erickson, & Daly, 2005). Notably, my background in the military
exposed me to a sort of microcosm of the same nature — the inability of intelligence-generating
bodies to effectively convey their overall message to operations planners and thereby convince
decisionmakers to steer operations along the most effective route. Thus, when | made the
transition back into the academic realm, it was with the conviction that the body of knowledge
regarding the health of our environment that lay dormant on library shelves and electronic
databases must find its way into the minds, and ultimately the actions, of the citizens of the
world.

In the process of questioning how to achieve this lofty goal, | eventually began to think
back to my own deep-seated convictions of the importance of the natural world. From whence
did these feelings arise? What inspired them to first come to life and what experiences have
nurtured them to their current state? The answer was immediately clear — | could clearly trace the
origin back to a childhood growing up in rural Louisiana and then forward through a series of

intimate interactions with nature during activities such as backpacking with the Boy Scouts,



college climbing trips, and months spent during military training laying in the dirt and watching
ants to pass the time. The question for me, then, was this — if positive exposure to the natural
environment worked to inspire me to care for ecology on an individual level, had others explored
how a formal program could do the same for groups of students? Certainly, subjective examples
of positive identification with nature abound in ecology literature. Aldo Leopold’s publication A
Sand County Almanac contains a myriad of sketches that detail the author’s positive exposure to
“impressions of wildlife ... [and] the sharpness of form, color, and atmosphere” (Leopold, 1970)
that they inspired in him throughout his life. In addition to these subjective experiences,
objective studies regarding the importance of merging environment with education to produce
positive environmental behavior are also abundant. As outlined in the literature review below,
proponents of environmental causes frequently use a variety of experiential or immersive
education techniques to advance understanding of and appreciation for the earth’s ecological
systems. However, despite the generally favorable outlook regarding experiential environmental
education’s ability to attain broad-based levels of general environmental knowledge, my initial
literature reviews revealed a number of researchers who are skeptical of the ability of
experiential education programs to produce the ultimate desired effects in learners — that of
behavior change and action (Archie, 1998; Chawla, 1998; Horsely, 1977; Hungerford & Volk,
1990; Maloney & Ward, 1973; Ramsey & Hungerford, 1989; Simmons, 1991; Zelezny, 1999). If
simple exposure to an element of an ecosystem could not achieve the effect of behavior change,
then what could? The paired concepts of systems thinking and ecological economics seemed to
hold the answer.

In traditional environmental education, the process of teaching about an ecosystem is

often decoupled from or weakly coupled with the human role in positively or negatively



affecting that ecosystem. We see how forests grow, how animals live and thrive in forests, and
how logging may be a subjectively “bad” activity for the forest. This may, in turn, produce a
certain degree of cognitive dissonance between two things a learner knows to be good — a forest
and forest products such as paper — and what they hear is supposedly bad — the cutting down of
forest trees. The reaction to cognitive dissonance is, then, to simply turn the lesson off. Faced
with feeling guilty for using forest products due to my understanding of the simple, linear nature
between the products and harm to the forest, I may choose to suppress the lessons learned about
forest ecology (J. Erickson, personal communication, Fall 2015). Put simply, many of the current
approaches to environmental education and behavior change fall short due to an improper
presentation of the complex relationship between human and environment.

The following thesis explores one idea for how to use experiential education and the rich
concepts of ecological economics, social-ecological systems, and ecosystem services to achieve
higher levels of responsible environmental behavior in a given student group. This idea — a
hybrid outdoor adventure education and environmental education program called the Ecological
Leadership Program (ELP) — was initially inspired as a means by which to give the gift of
experiential education to a country with amazing natural beauty in return for a summer of
mountaineering in the Tian Shan mountain range. However, given Kyrgyzstan’s current position
as a country working to find a reconciliation between its economic and ecological health, the
Ecological Leader Program eventually evolved into an action research project that attempted to
not only teach Kyrgyz students lessons in leadership and ecology, but also to explore larger
strategic questions regarding how to inspire true responsible environmental behavior with
members of a non-science based community. The following thesis will first provide a context for

the ELP’s work in the Kyrgyz Republic’s Ala Archa National Park and a literature review to help



define the nuances of experiential education. Ensuing sections will cover the Ecologica
Leadership Program specifically — its methods, implementation, and outcome — followed by a
conclusion that makes recommendations for both future research and improved applications to

experiential education.



CHAPTER 1: PROJECT CONTEXT - ECOLOGY, TOURISM, AND THE
CHALLENGES OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IN THE KYRGYZ REPUBLIC

In 1976, over 100 years after the United States established its first national park, the
government of the Kyrgyz Soviet Socialist Republic recognized the Ala Archa river gorge as its
first “State National Nature Park.” Although Ala Archa National Park was only one of a series of
parks classified on a scale similar to IJUCN categories (International Union for the Conservation
of Protected Areas, 2015), from reserves with relatively low management to preserves that
allowed for only scientific access, a cursory profile of the park reveals a rich diversity of
opportunity that distinguishes it as a little-known highlight among national and international
parks — a critical glacial and snowpack watershed, forests uncommonly rich with biodiversity,
towering alpine mountains, and ease of accessibility from the major population center in
Bishkek.! In the intervening years between the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the current
Kyrgyz Republic, the park maintained its existence, albeit with little management and policy
enforcement, and is now rapidly emerging as a potential focus point for the country’s burgeoning
tourism industry (Mukanbetov, 2013).

Given that Ala Archa and the majority of the Kyrgyz landscape has escaped from much of
the environmental degradation seen in other popular mountain environments (Thompson &
Foster, 2003), the park’s ability to attract international adventure tourists and generate revenue is
promising. However, it is also well documented that successful tourism, even when branded as
“eco-tourism,” tends to increase pressure on mountain ecosystems to the point of destroying the
very aspects of the environment that first served as attractions (Sharma, 2000; Gossling, 1999;
Grotzbach, 2003; Yu, 1997). To further complicate matters, protected areas with pristine natural

environments are often situated in countries that maintain limited funding to parks, thereby

! Ala Archa National Park currently falls into IUCN category Il (National Park).
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limiting the amount of financially-intensive management practices available. Given this trend, it
is critical that particularly sensitive, biodiverse areas with high concentrations of ecosystem
services identify and implement sound yet cost effective management principles to preempt
environmental degradation. Ala Archa National Park, due to its unique concentration of Central
Asian flora and fauna, high ecosystem services water value, an already-existing suite of potential
management issues, and proximity to a major population center is an ideal area for the
development and application of low-cost, high-effect information and education programs that
concentrate on ecosystem services and social-ecological systems.

Ala Archa National Park, although not a particularly large park, defines itself with its array
of biodiversity and ecosystem services. Situated in the Ala Archa River gorge 30 kilometers
south of the Kyrgyz capital Bishkek, the park encompasses the highest peaks of the Kyrgyz
Range of the larger Tian Shan Mountains in its southern section, a cirque of towering peaks
surrounding the upper reaches of the Ak-Sai glacier. With a land size of only 194 square
kilometers, the park nevertheless contains a microclimate of nearly every ecosystem that exists at
large in Kyrgyzstan — mixed conifer and deciduous forest, dwarf juniper forests, scrubland,
alpine grassland, steppe, sagebrush semi-desert, river valley, glaciers, and high alpine
environments (Fet, 2007; Farrington, 2005; Matyas, 2010). Due largely to these varied
microclimates, Ala Archa harbors a richness of species that rivals most parks in similar climates
and latitudes. Researchers have documented 563 vertebrate, 10000 invertebrate species
(Farrington, 2005), and 4500 species of higher plants (Fet, 2007) in Ala Archa National Park
alone, coinciding with the relatively high levels of biodiversity found throughout Kyrgyzstan
(Bekberdieva, 2011; Palmer, 2005) and the Global 200 ecoregion of which it is a part (World

Wildlife Fund, 2015). Despite, or perhaps because of, its variance and beauty, the Soviet park



system did not classify Ala Archa as an untouchable scientific zapovednik, or preserve, and leave
it undeveloped (Farrington, 2005; Ter-Ghazaryan & Heinen, 2006). Rather, Ala Archa’s
management strategy divided it into a prohibited zone, recreation zone, and production zone,
each with different management strategies to both protect ecosystems and provide the general
public with recreation opportunities (Farrington, 2005).

Currently, a single road accesses the park from Bishkek, running south from the city and
terminating in the Ala Archa alpine camp, a small cluster of maintenance buildings, cabins and a
hotel several kilometers up the gorge (see Figure 1, see also Appendix A for detail of Ala Archa
National Park). From the camp, two trails continue south, one each into the two glacial valleys
that form the southern end of the park. The easternmost trail, the shorter of the two, eventually
ends at the Ratzek mountaineer’s hut at the snout of the Ak-Sai glacier. The western trail

continues eight miles from the alpine camp before ending at an abandoned Soviet-era ski lift.
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Notably, these trails terminate in a place where much of the park’s human recreation activity
occurs — the snowfields and glaciers. However, it is critical to understand that these flowing
rivers of ice ultimately provide not only the simple pleasures of skiing and climbing, but a whole
array of environmentally-based services that make Ala Archa National Park a vital area for
safeguarding and preserving natural resources and associated ecosystem services. The glaciers of
Ala Archa’s Kyrgyz range, and the Tian Shan as a whole, have long been a critical aspect of
Central Asian agriculture and life support. In Ala Archa National Park alone, glaciers comprise
31 square kilometers (36% of the park) and sustain the Ala Archa river in its flow from the
mountains through the city of Bishek, into the canals and agricultural land to the north of the
city, and ultimately into the Chuy River and the steppes of Kyrgyzstan (Hagg, Braun, Weber &
Becht, 2005). In total, Kyrgyz mountain rivers flow into neighboring Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
and Tajikistan and provide approximately 40 cubic kilometers of water to fuel vast agricultural
endeavors and water thirsty cities, transforming the simple process of melting glacier and
snowpack into an international asset (Bekberdieva, 2011).

Yet in addition to these obviously critical aspects of the park, there are a host of additional
“services” that researchers are only now beginning to understand as vital to the existence of
population centers and life in Central Asia. Defined as “the goods and processes through which
natural ecosystems ... sustain and fulfill human life” (Dailey, p.3, 1997), these “ecosystem
services” generally range from the very tangible — provision of water or erosion control - to less
obvious processes such as carbon sequestration, or the absorption of carbon from the
atmosphere. In Ala Archa National Park in particular, it is the aspect of erosion control that
further distinguishes the area’s criticality to local communities (Attokurov, 2011; Orozumbekov,

2011). As global climate change seems to have accelerated glacial melting, with scientists



documenting up to a 27% loss in Kyrgyz glacial mass between 1935 and 1985 (Farrington, 2005;
see also Fet, 2007; Hagg et al., 2005), Ala Archa’s juniper forests play an increasingly major role
in mitigating potential increases in flooding in an already susceptible area (Stucker, Kazbekov,
Yakubov & Wegerich, 2012). Juniper forests act as a “geomorphic glue” (Byers, 2009) for
hillslope soil, mitigating the effects of flooding, erosion, and eventual landslides. Yet juniper
forests are also considered relative fragile ecosystems due to the difficulty of regeneration
(Ciesla, 2001). With Ala Archa’s woodlands still recovering from overgrazing issues prior to its
establishment (Shukhurov & Domashov, 2009), Bishkek can little afford further degradation of
these particular ecosystem services. With the suburbs of Bishkek lying in the mouth of the Ala
Archa gorge, further deterioration of the juniper groves, when coupled with potentially higher
risk of flood due to glacial melt or the bursting of a moraine lake, could have devastating effects
on the foothill communities.

In contrast to the potentially dismal scenario that Ala Archa’s ecosystem degradation could
create in the downstream communities, these same communities also stand to substantially
benefit from the park’s success. Ecotourism, long lauded as a developmental boon for isolated
mountain communities with relatively scarce economic resources, is becoming increasingly
central to Kyrgyzstan’s plan to establish itself as a strong, healthy, and sustainable Central Asian
nation (National Council for Sustainable Development, 2013). Proponents of ecotourism cite
that, if planned and implemented properly, ecotourism can be beneficial to both the environment
and its target communities (Buckley, 1994; Bury, 2008; Byers, 2009; Ceballos-Lascurain, 1988;
Gossling, 1999; Grotzbach, 2003; Johnston & Edwards, 1994; Kiss, 2004; Mukanbetov, 2013;
Nepal, 2002; Sharma, 2000; Thompson et al., 2003; Orams, 1995). Although definitions of

ecotourism are varied, the core of the definition is also the key to its philosophy of “do no harm”



— ecotourism should at once be environmentally constructive (as opposed to simply neutral or
destructive), actively involve the local community in planning and revenue sharing, and offer
visitors both a high quality experience and leave them more educated about the environment and
peoples with whom they interact (Buckley, 1994; Nepal; 2002). Notably, the education principle
is also the component that drives ecotourism advocates to claim that, historically, tourism is a
driving force behind the establishment and management of protected areas (Lindberg, 1996; for
historical examples see also Nash, 2014). And yet, the very success of even the most ecologically
sound tourism options may leave ecosystems degraded and communities disenfranchised. As
Gossling (1999) notes in a particularly prescient analysis of ecotourism effects on biodiversity,
“despite evidence that carrying capacity in some areas has reached a max, tourism is expected to
grow, with fragile areas as popular destinations” (p. 315). Other researches have noted similar
phenomena in areas such as the Amazon rainforest (Yu et al., 1997; Lindberg, 1996) and
Huascaran National Park, Peru (Grotzbach, 2003; Marion et al., 2000), recognizing that a
successful ecotourism venture begets more visitors, which further increases pressure on the
environment. Additionally, Gossling (1999) observes that not only is it difficult for ecotourism to
live up to its self-imposed ecological standards, but also that the majority of revenue from
ecotourism rarely remains in the target community. An outstanding example of the shortcomings
of this more appropriately named nature-based tourism (as distinguished from true ecologically
sound tourism) is in the mountain communities of Nepal. Due to an explosion in the popularity
of mountain activities centered on the Sagarmatha region (i.e. the Chomolungma, or Mt. Everest,
area), previously tiny villages such as Namche Bazaar expanded lodging and infrastructure to
absorb additional tourists and tourism revenue. However, while some lodge owners benefit

considerably from providing accommodations, a majority of the tens of thousands of dollars it
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costs for a single mountaineer to climb Mt. Everest goes to government permits, airline tickets,
food purchases in Kathmandu, and equipment purchases. Additionally, Byers (2009) notes that
most of the operations that utilized the fragile alpine zone have not matched their use with
concurrent levels of “high altitude land stewardship” (p. 54). The result of these activities are
perhaps best summarized in Hardin’s (1968) treatise on the “Tragedy of the Commons” and
underscored in Nash’s (2014) seminal Wilderness and the American Mind with the idea that the
values of untouched wilderness and breathtaking landscapes that visitors seek in their beloved
parks are steadily eroded by the very activities that seek to embrace them.

Ala Archa National Park is, as of yet, relatively untouched by the masses that swell into
popular mountain areas such as Huascaran National Park (Peru) and Sagarmartha National Park
(Nepal). Difficult to access and fallen into relative obscurity after the dissolution of the Soviet
Union, the management problems in Ala Archa, although concerning, have not yet reached a
point of no return. Like many other parks throughout the world, Ala Archa receives relatively
little in the way of government funding and does not generate enough revenue from visitor pass
sales ($0.75 USD per person or $1.75 USD per car) to finance its operations (Ter-Ghazaryan et
al., 2006, Farrington, 2005). Farrington (2005) recorded Ala Archa as having one Russian jeep
and six horses for its rangers, all of whom earned a salary of $18 USD monthly for their labors.
Park administrators, at $25 USD a month, were not significantly better off. In contrast to the
distinguished and relatively well-paid park ranger career during the Soviet era, current salaries
place park staff at well below the 2010 Kyrgyz per capita income of $890.80/year (United
Nations Statistics Division, 2015). Given that peak visitation from May — October can result in
hundreds of visitors per day to the alpine camp (N. Fry, personal observation, August 2015 and

August 2016; Farrington, 2005), it is unlikely that rangers find time to extensively monitor

11



ecological indicators outside of their duty of visitor management (Maxwell, p. 169, 2010) and
necessity of working to find additional financial support for their livelihood (Ter-Ghazaryan et
al., 2006). Notably, during my cumulative month in Ala Archa National Park, there were no
encounters with park officials other than payment to gate guards for park entry and two
interviews with park management staff in the administrative offices (N. Fry, personal
observation, August 2015 and August 2016). With the majority of tourist pressure confined to
the frontcountry and trail areas within several hours’ walk from the alpine camp, current issues in

Ala Archa appear

isolated and largely
attributable to a lack
of  education and
carelessness.

According to a 2014
article in a Bishkek
newspaper, the

majority of problems

in the park center

around firewood | Figure 2: Social trails in an alpine meadow in Ala Archa National Park

harvesting, littering, and improper disposal of human feces (Begalieva, 2014). My visits to the
park confirm that the report’s accuracy — although the frontcountry areas are remarkable for their
general cleanliness (perhaps attributable to the fact that families use the frontcountry areas
heavily for picnics and weddings), backcountry areas in the park demonstrated consistent

problems with fire, trash, and human waste (N. Fry, personal observation, August 2015 and
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August 2016). Even more concerning, however, was the state of trails along the well-used tracks
in the park. Major switchback cuts and wandering in alpine meadows displayed major issues
with trail overuse, social trails and erosion, pollution of glacial headwaters, and vegetation
trampling around unsanctioned but traditional campsites (N. Fry, personal observation, August
2015 and August 2016; Sharma, 2000; Manning, 2011). Although there is currently no formal
data regarding the exact numbers of visitors to the more remote backcountry regions of the park,
my observations of tourist use indicate a relatively low level of use that results in a
disproportionately high level of impact.

On a strategic level, there seems to be initial movement towards attempting to reconcile
visitor pressure and visitor impact. Recognizing both the potential for Kyrgyzstan’s unique place
in the tourism market and the need to preserve the country’s precious landscape from harm, the
Kyrgyz government has issued a series of tourism and development plans in an attempt to
achieve both aims. The most recent, published in 2013 and entitled the “Kyrgyz Sustainable
Development Strategy, 2013-2017,” is a sweeping call to bring vitality to the country by
concentrating effort into several key areas. Four of the strategy’s goals, in particular, are notable
— educational initiatives among state officials, stemming the exodus of talented students and
young people out of the country, training business circles with “green” project skills, and
incorporating quantitative estimates of natural capital into GDP production (i.e. ecosystem
services) (National Council for Sustainable Development, 2013). From the tone of the strategy,
one comes away confident that the government, at the very least, understands the need to strike a
balance between rapid economic development and conservation, in keeping with Sharma’s
(2000) observation that government intervention in tourism and development should be limited

to “policy formulation, monitoring, and regulation” (p. 13). Yet if a government is to follow this
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path successfully, its efforts comprise only a small portion of the work to be done towards
responsible development and ecosystem preservation. The remainder of the work lies in the
strategic planning and implementation (Thompson et al., p. 182, 2003; Bonilla, 1997) that must
occur in conjunction with key community stakeholders. Herein lies the current disconnect, as
noted in Mountain Tourism and Sustainability in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan: A Research Review
(Shokirov et al., 2014), a paper that serves as an appropriate follow up publication to the
Sustainable Development Strategy. Although the paper points out an extensive list of issues that
block effective implementation of the Sustainable Development Strategy, one aspect of message
is clear — although protected areas are significant components of sustainable development, a lack
of vision and organization in tourism and other resource-based activities threatens to both
destroy natural landscapes and suppress effective, and therefore profitable, resource-based
ventures, resulting in a decidedly negative outcome for all parties involved.

Yet where there is a direct correlation between resource degradation and negative outcomes,
a directly positive relationship between resource preservation and positive outcomes also likely
exists. With the right vision in the right location with the right application, both progress and
preservation may be possible (Gossling, 1999). In the case of Ala Archa National Park, the
elements exist for such a success. As outlined above, Ala Archa’s high levels of biodiversity and
critical ecosystem services, unique spatial placement at the intersection of urban (Bishkek) and
wilderness (Tian Shan interior), relatively low-level management issues, and attraction as a
tourist or ecotourist area of concentration make it a unique place for testing the effectiveness of
education programs that explore the concepts of social-ecological systems and associated
ecosystem services. A properly-designed educational program in the park could capitalize on the

“intersection” of unregulated human-nature interactions in the park, the park’s immediate
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importance to the city of Bishkek, and the park’s significance as both a natural preserve and a
potential economic boon to discuss the complexities of social-ecological systems and ecological
economics. Furthermore, given the Kyrgyz Sustainable Development Strategy’s emphasis on
“medium term programmes that feed into long-term development targets [and] ... goals”
(National Council for Sustainable Development of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2013, p. 8), the nation
seems open and interested in supporting effective sustainable development initiatives. An
educational program in Ala Archa that focuses not only on tactical goals such as ecosystem
management in the park, but also on strategic goals such as equipping students to make
ecologically responsible decisions as future leaders in their respective fields, directly supports
many of the goals outlined in the strategy. Assuming that Ala Archa is indeed the “right” place
for such a program, the larger question centers on what the “right” program looks like — what
format and curriculum can make headway towards reconciling the tension between natural
sustainability and economic health in the Kyrgyz Republic? This broad question inspires the
central focus of the ensuing sections of the thesis, exploring in-depth the feasibility and
effectiveness of creating the Ecological Leadership Program — an environmental and outdoor

adventure education program in the Kyrgyz Republic.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Introduction
To the outside observer, experiential outdoor education programs may appear as a
relatively uniform category of education with largely the same philosophy, methods, and goals.
However, although the majority of outdoor education programs in the United States can trace
their roots back to a common modern concept of outdoor education beginning in the 1950s,
current models also reflect a split in approach and goals that occurred in the 1980s between a
group of programs that are now labeled as “environmental education” and another camp that
identifies as “outdoor adventure education” (Priest 1986). Amongst these groups, there are a
plethora of additional subdivisions of independent non-profit organizations such as the National
Outdoor Leadership School, nature center-based education programs, K-12 programs associated
with specific schools, and university “outing” or “outdoor” clubs that trace their philosophy and
roots back to a common outdoor education core (Archie, 1998; Engelson & Yockers, 1994;
Marcinkowski, 1997; North American Association for Environmental Education [NAAEE],
1999). In the context of this paper, it is critical to note that the split in program philosophies led
to a varied emphasis on how programs approach the idea of emphasizing responsible behavior
towards the environment. Some programs concentrate on the idea of developing general
environmental literacy (Stern, Powell & Hill, 2014) in an outdoor setting, while others
emphasize education “in, about, and for [emphasis added] the outdoors™ (as cited in Priest, 1986,
p. 13; see also Hanna, 1995, p. 22) with a concentration on environmentally sound behavior. The
program’s specific philosophy, in turn, dictates the organization’s definition of Responsible
Environmental Behavior, although the majority of outdoor-oriented programs at least claim to

produce a degree of environmentally sound behavior in program graduates (International
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Wilderness Leadership School [IWLS], 2012; L. Akin, personal communication, October 2015;
M. Golfmann, personal communication, October 2015; National Center for Outdoor and
Adventure Education [NCOAE], 2015; National Outdoor Leadership School [NOLS], 2015;
Outward Bound [OB], 2015; University of Vermont Outing Club [UVM OC], 2015). Yet despite
the popular perception that experiential education and exposure to the outdoors increases
environmentally responsible behavior in graduates, a number of sources question the ability of
experiential education programs in their current form to produce the genuine progress towards a
growth in Responsible Environmental Behavior (Archie, 1998; Chawla, 1998; Horsely, 1977;
Hungerford & Volk, 1990; Maloney & Ward, 1973; Ramsey & Hungerford, 1989; Simmons,
1991, Zelezny, 1999). In the following literature review, | will explore the various means by
which the two major divisions of outdoor education — environmental education and outdoor
adventure education — approach the environment and ecology, with special attention oriented
towards assessing the recorded strengths and weaknesses of the two educational approaches in
regards to inspiring genuine Responsible Environmental Behavior (REB). The literature review
concludes with an exploration of a hybrid approach to both models — environmental adventure
education — that the Ecological Leadership Program used to attempt to maximize the positive

outputs in regards to both REB and personal leadership traits.

2.2. Key Definitions

Before exploring the host of literature and research that exists regarding environmental
and outdoor adventure education, it is necessary to establish a working definition for several key
concepts. These definitions are a product of multiple sources, as researchers continue to refine
definition of these concepts in regards to changing goals and evaluation criteria. As such, the

definitions below seek to capture the core concepts as listed in several texts.
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Outdoor adventure education (OAE) is best defined as a program involving outdoor
pursuits that concentrates on creating positive intrapersonal and interpersonal behavior change in
individuals through the use of risky (actual or perceived) or uncertain situations that require the
individual to overcome personal challenge (Hanna, 1995; Priest, 1986). Notably, outdoor
adventure education is typically focused personal or social growth as the main goal, with REB as
only a secondary effect.

In contrast, environmental education (EE) is defined as a program involving ecologically-
centric pursuits that concentrates on creating Responsible Environmental Behavior through the
use of scientific inquiry and exposure to specific environmental landscapes that require the
individual to understand the human dependence on nature. The focus with environmental
education is less on general personal growth and more on producing a citizenry that is
knowledgeable concerning the environment and its associated issues and motivated to solve the
issues (Hungerford & Volk, 1990; Stapp, 1969; Stapp & Wals, 1994).

It is also important to differentiate between different mindsets regarding environmental
behavior and the methods for teaching or measuring them. Both OAE and EE researchers
reference the concept of environmental sensitivity and environmental ethics. In the context of
this study, we define environmental sensitivity as an aspect of awareness that results in an
individual viewing the environment from an “empathetic perspective” (as cited in Chawla, 1998,
p.12). Notably, environmental sensitivity does not require positive action in regards to the
environment on the part of the student. Environmental ethics, on the other hand, goes one step
beyond sensitivity to foster an intense regard for the natural environment and a willingness to

take action to live harmoniously with nature (Chawla, 1998). In contrast to environmental
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sensitivity, true environmental ethics requires motivation to act, at the very least on the level of
personal behavior change.

The concepts of Leave No Trace and Responsible Environmental Behavior are critical
sub-components of environmental ethics within the context of this project. The Leave No Trace
(LNT) philosophy “teaches people of all ages how to enjoy the outdoors responsibly ... making
good decisions to protect the world ... [through the concepts of] plan ahead and prepare, travel
and camp on durable surfaces, dispose of waste properly, leave what you find, minimize
campfire impacts, respect wildlife, [and] be considerate of other visitors (Leave No Trace Center
for Outdoor Ethics, 2012). Note that the official definition is in compliance with the connotations
of environmental ethics, as it requires action on the part of the individual to refrain from certain
damaging behaviors. However, the language of LNT implies that environmental ethics only
applies to backcountry areas or activities such as camping, building fires and hiking. This, in
turn, suggests a certain degree of limitation on the ethical extent of LNT, making it a partial ethic
that may not transfer effectively from its intended backcountry setting to broader social contexts.

Responsible Environmental Behavior (REB) takes the concept of LNT into this broader
social context, applying environmental ethics to one’s life as a whole, regardless of setting.
Defined as behavior that works towards achieving and maintaining a dynamic equilibrium
between quality of life and quality of environment, REB emphasizes the ability to recognize and
act on environmental problems (Marcinkowski, 1998). For the purposes of this study, REB’s

emphasis on action in all settings sets the standard for a true attainment of environmental ethics.

2.3. Environmental Education: Objectives, Methods, Strengths, and Criticisms

Environmental education’s objective hallmarks are to achieve effective environmental

action towards identifying and solving ecological issues via the avenues of increasing
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awareness, knowledge, attitudes, skills, and participation (Archie, 1998; L. Akin, personal
communication, October 2015; Marcinkowski, 2001; M. Golfmann, personal communication,
October 2015; Stapp, 1969; Stapp & Wals, 1994). An effective program will work to increase
individual commitments to these aspects via an emphasis on systems thinking, a recognition of
human dependence on the environment, an interdisciplinary approach, local knowledge,
practical, real-world roots, and a lifetime of learning (L. Akin, personal communication, October
2015; M. Golfmann, personal communication, October 2015; NAAEE, 1999). Traditionally,
environmental educators leverage the progressive relationship from increased knowledge to
changing attitudes to altered behaviors to achieve these effects. Called the “KAB” relationship
(for “knowledge —> attitude - behavior) (Marcinkowski, 2001), the process assumes a direct
linear relationship between the process of planting a seed of knowledge in the form of some sort
of ecological lesson (for example, forest ecosystems and their associated importance), a
favorable change in attitude towards a positive entity (again, the forest) or a negative change in
attitude towards a harmful entity (poor forest management practices), and a resultant
ecologically-responsible behavior (conservation of paper products). Inherent in the process of
KAB is the idea of a parallel set of variables that propel the process along — entry level variables
such as existing environmental sensitivity make the learner open to the new knowledge and, as
lessons accrue, the learner’s attitude shift activates a set of ownership variables (for example, the
learner recognizes that the destruction of a local forest directly affects and is a negative
contributor to the community). This altered attitude subsequently inspires the learner to seek out
and be open to action strategies or other empowerment variables that, in a final climactic
transition, transition the learner into active environmental behavior and motivates active problem

solving (Holsman, 2001; Stapp & Wals, 1994).
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Due to the commonly agreed-upon principles of EE established by educators and
researchers such as Stapp, Hungerford, and Volk, there is a relatively similar approach to
ecological education throughout the environmental education community (Simmons, 1991). The
resulting proliferation of multiple curriculum guides has resulted in a positive transparency that
allows researchers to freely investigate, critique, and improve upon existing curricula.
Furthermore, due to a foundational reliance on psychological and educational concepts such as
cognitive development theory, constructivist learning theory, moral development theory, and
behavioral theory (Engleson & Yonkers, 1994), EE is well-grounded in current knowledge on
learning and receptive to future changes. These foundational strengths, when coupled with the
specific focus on principles of ecosystem science and an action-based approach, make the
environmental education curriculum an effective means by which to reach a broad range of
audiences.

However, despite the pervasiveness of these approaches within the EE community, a
number of researchers are skeptical of the ability of the Knowledge-Attitude-Behavior model to
produce true or long-lasting behavior change and action (Archie, 1998; Chawla, 1998; Horsely,
1977; Hungerford & Volk, 1990; Maloney & Ward, 1973; Ramsey & Hungerford, 1989;
Simmons, 1991; Zelezny, 1999). In summary, researchers have been unable to link increases in
awareness or knowledge to definite behavior changes. Explanations for this failure to translate
knowledge into action generally center around the thought that knowledge is only one of many
prerequisites to action, others being the skill to apply knowledge, a desire to act, personal factors
such as self-confidence that inspire and allow action, and situational or social factors that
empower an individual to act (Hungerford & Volk, 1990). Furthermore Hungerford and Volk

(1990) observe that the emphasis on biological hard skills — the entry-level knowledge
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component — in many EE programs obscures the need to move on to the ownership and
empowerment variables that eventually lead to action. As a result of this failing, EE programs
manage to disseminate knowledge and perhaps effect short-term attitude changes, but, as
Fishbein (1967) noted, largely fail to produce the behavior changes desired in an effective EE

program.

2.4. Outdoor Adventure Education: Objectives, Methods, Strengths, and Criticisms

Outdoor adventure education (OAE) shares with environmental education some core
commonalities — small group education, an environmental setting, and an emphasis on behavior
change within the curriculum — but also developed objectives and methods of its own distinct
from EE. As Hattie, Marsh, Neill, and Richards (1997) note, OAE relies on wilderness or
backcountry settings, mental and physical challenges, group problem-solving and decision-
making skills, and a longer duration (2-4 weeks) to achieve its desired effects on behavior
change. Furthermore, the behavior change emphasis in the case of OAE focuses mainly on self-
growth, leadership skills, planning and risk management, and social ethics (IWLS, 2012
NCOAE, 2015; NOLS, 2015; OB, 2015). The environmental component of OAE, explored via
the avenue of Leave No Trace (LNT) principles and instructor-driven classes on topics such as
land management, local flora/fauna, and environmental appreciation (C. Brown, personal
communication, October 2015; Paisley, Furman, Sibthorp, & Gookin, 2008; Sibthorp, Paisley, &
Gookin, 2007; S. Rochelle, personal communication, October 2015), is typically peripheral to
the core concentration areas of personal growth. Programs employ methods such as rotating a
“leader of the day,” placing students in charge of expedition planning, and empowering students
to conduct “solo” days without direct instructor supervision to encourage full involvement and

sharing in the benefits or consequences of decision making, setting and attaining goals, student-
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instructor feedback to help with behavior modification, and coping experiences to propel both
the group and individuals forward (Hattie et al., 1997). As Hanna (1995) notes, one of the
consistently recorded outcomes of OAE programs is an increase in internal locus of control, or
the belief that one can influence one’s circumstances through personal attitudes and actions, with
the lingering effects of programs recorded as long as 17 years after program completion (Gass,
Garvey, & Sugarman, 2003).

The strengths of OAE programs are largely a result of their expeditionary and long-term
structure. With most programs lasting 2-4 weeks, and some occurring over an entire semester,
OAE programs are capable of producing the immersive, long-duration experience that helps
strengthen the long-term behavior changes that OAE programs seek to affect (Dresner, 1994;
Horsley, 1977; Hattie et al., 1997). These behaviors, ranging from personal perception and self-
regulation to communication skills to the aforementioned locus of control, are well-documented
as positive outcomes of OAE programming (Paisley et al., 2008; Sibthorpe et al., 2007).

Despite a general consensus that OAE programming is effective in behavior change,
there are also rumblings of discontent. Hattie et al. (1997) note that, for all the praise of OAE
programs, there is also an apparent trend within programs and research to highlight positive
findings and ignore negative findings. This may be in part related to an observed reluctance of
OAE programs to share curriculum information with the same transparency as EE programs,
leading to what Sibthorpe et al. (2007) and Paisley et al. (2008) call the “black box” of
programming. Whether this reluctance springs from the competitive, sometimes “tribal” nature
between OAE juggernauts such as the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) and
Outward Bound (OB) has yet to be explored. Related to this critique, and more relevant to this

review, is the lack of convincing evidence that OAE programs actually achieve the goals they set
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in regards to environmental behavior. Unlike EE, which regularly debates such principles as the
implications of environmental “sensitivity” versus “ethics” (Chawla, 1998), there is scant
research on the whether OAE programs turn a constructively critical eye towards how they
articulate and achieve their environmental goals (C. Brown, personal communication, October
2015; S. Rochelle, personal communication, October 2015). One instance - Haluza-DeLay’s
(1999) study of a 12-day wilderness adventure trip — returned the verdict that the program
generated good will towards nature, but no actual increase in environmentally responsible
behavior. This corroborates insubstantial replies from students in qualitative post-course
interviews, in response to questions about lessons learned about wilderness ethics, that
“wilderness seems to teach its own lessons” and a confusion regarding Leave No Trace
principles as how students learned rather than what they learned (Paisley et al., 2008). Yet it is
Maloney & Ward’s (1973) and Hanna’s (1995) work noting a high degree of verbal commitment
and environmental concern without the ability to carry out substantial environmental action that
indicates that OAE is making the same mistake as many EE programs by assuming that
knowledge eventually translates over to action. In Hanna’s (1995) case, a case study of an OAE
group with a particularly charismatic and environmentally passionate instructor is a particularly
telling indicator — the group finishes the program with much enthusiasm regarding environmental

issues, but fails to carry out their verbal commitments after a return home (Hanna, 1995, pg. 30).

2.5. Best Practices and Potential for a Hybrid Approach

Despite the successes in both Environmental Education and Outdoor Adventure Education,
there also exists room for improvement in both approaches. For the purposes of this literature
review, suggestions for improvement will focus specifically on how to achieve a higher efficacy

in promoting long-term Responsible Environmental Behavior. Proposals for such a shift, though
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rare, are not without precedent. From a research standpoint, Dresner (1994), Priest (1986), and
Hanna (1995) make a case for the improvement of EE and OAE through a combination of best
practices, with all noting that using OAE-style challenges could be a way to implement
environmental action strategies. Additionally, a review of current course offerings at notable
outdoor education colleges reveals that some programs are already taking such steps. Prescott
College, in addition to maintaining the distinction between its Environmental Education and
Outdoor Experiential Education programs, also offers an “Adventure-based Environmental
Education” track featuring courses that combine outdoor adventure skills such as backcountry
skiing with complementary environmental science skills such as winter ecology (Prescott, 2015).
Kroka Expeditions, a small experiential education company based in New Hampshire, espouses a
philosophy that integrates consciousness regarding one’s place in and effect on the natural world
with adventure activities such as mountaineering or canoeing (M. Golfmann, personal
communication, October 2015). Finally, organizations such as the Sierra Club, although
traditionally located more in the environmental education camp, offer programming that
combines elements of adventure with ecology principles (Sierra Club, 2015).

The move towards unification, based on the common history and compatible elements of the
EE and OAE approaches, is a completely realistic prospect. Both approaches share a common
appreciation for learners as active participants in the educational process, recognize learning as a
process of building knowledge and skills, value independent thinking and responsible action, and
emphasize the importance of good communication skills (Hungerford & Volk, 1990). Yet it is
not the commonalities, but the differences in the two approaches that makes a unification of best
practices so appealing. Marcinkowski (2001) notes that the strongest predictors of Responsible

Environmental Behavior are: 1) individual and group locus of control, 2) skill in using action
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strategies, 3) environmental sensitivity, and 4) personal responsibility. The first two predictors,
Marcinkowski (2001) observes, are generally not well-addressed at adequate levels in most EE
programs. In contrast to this observation, Hanna (1995), Hattie et al. (1997), Sibthorp et al.
(2007), and Paisley et al. (2008) note that locus of control, planning, and decision making ability
are the factors that OAE tends to consistently produce in its graduates.

To complement this increase in “action strategy” factors, all of which fall into the
“ownership” and “empowerment” variables that Hungerford and Volk (1990) recognized as
completing the REB process, effective behavior change programs likewise require a solid
foundation for Marcinkowski’s (2001) third and fourth predictors — environmental sensitivity
and personal responsibility. The presentation of entry-level variables of which environmental
sensitivity is a part, along with knowledge of ecology and an informed attitude towards
economics, technology, and pollution, must be tailored in such a way as to extend beyond
concepts such as Leave No Trace (LNT), which is limited in formal scope to the backcountry.
Although OAE programs indicate that students internalize and take personal responsibility for
LNT practices, the flaw within this approach is that it limits scope of action to wilderness areas.
By adopting the refrain of environmental education programs — that the student must be an
informed citizen of the environment no matter what his or her home or locale — environmental
sensitivity and personal responsibility transcend the confines of the backcountry and extend into
personal life. Finally, students on a hybrid EE/OAE course, having experienced the foundations
of REB through entry-level and ownership variables, should end programs with a reflection on
the skills that they gain specifically in reference to environmental action strategies and with a
concrete plan for an intention to act (Hanna, 1995). The intention need not be strategic in scope,

but may simply provide the student with realistic methods for reducing his or her use of
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Figure 7: The Ala Archa Leadership Program students and instructors and AUCA faculty pose
for a final group picture before graduation.
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CHAPTER 5: PROJECT RESULTS
5.1. Objective Project Achievements

As outlined in the introduction, the Ecological Leadership Project sought to achieve three
main outcomes — individual, collective, and strategic — with corresponding supporting objectives.
These outcomes existed in parallel to similar research objectives that are outlined in more depth
in the next section, and were mainly designed to determine the objective success of the project —
namely, did students graduate from the program, participate in the curriculum and learning
opportunities, and demonstrate a level of success in regards to the three main outcomes? Of these
outcomes, the individual student outcomes were by far the most measurable and capable of
assessment at the end of the course. A commentary on each of the individual objectives is
outlined below.

First, the course expected that students, regardless of their personal feelings towards
nature and ecology, could at least finish the two week-long program with the capability to live in
outdoor settings for a period of up to two weeks. This meant gaining the ability to conduct basic
sustainment tasks necessary for living in the backcountry — setting up a tent, maintaining proper
personal hygiene, cooking for oneself or the group, treating minor injuries, choosing clothing and
dressing to match the weather, and simply not quitting due to experiencing hardship or
inconvenience. As we will explore further below, instructors found that achieving at least a level
of environmental sensitivity required first that course participants could not only survive, but
thrive in backcountry settings. Therefore, in addition to being an objective mark of course
success, the process of creating a foundation in backcountry living further fed into the potential

ability to perform responsible environmental behavior.
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In regards to the course completion metric, the Ecological Leadership Program achieved
a 100% success rate, with every student who started the program on Day 1 finishing the program
in high spirits on Day 12. Most student comments in the course debriefs and anonymous exit
interviews included observations of feeling empowered to live in an environment that once
intimidated them (see Appendix H.2 and H.3). Observations from course instructors corroborate
the student outlooks, as it was clear by the end of the course that students were fully capable of
establishing a camp and running daily operations with little to no supervision from instructors.

The ELP’s second objective sought to assist students to understand their own leadership
style and how to use it to organize a group under a variety of conditions. The program sought to
achieve this outcome by providing each student a minimum of one real-world leadership task
that involved leading the ELP student group to achieve the task over the course of the day. This
task ranged from being assigned as the “Leader of the Day” and organizing the group to break
camp, navigate to the next location, and re-establish the next camp to leading the group in a
high-altitude hike up the region’s tallest non-technical peak. Although the metrics here are more
difficult to measure than the first objective, again the student exit interviews play a vital role in
helping the program instructors understand the extent to which the ELP met this objective. Each
student in exit interviews commented that the course challenged their understanding of
themselves as leaders and helped them to practice operating in real-world, high stakes scenarios
with actual consequences for positive or negative performance. Some students described the
course and its leadership training as “priceless” (see Appendix I). Again, instructor feedback
from student observations throughout the program indicate that students made observable
progress in their ability to harness the group to achieve difficult goals, with the team working

together remarkably well by the end of the program.
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The remaining individual objectives generally surround the internalization of ecological
behavior within each individual student. The course sought to have students identify positively
with the natural environment in Ala Archa National Park, to understand how to implement
Responsible Environmental Behavior in their personal lives, and how to apply this understanding
of Responsible Environmental Behavior in their future career fields. Clearly, the ability to
accurately measure these particular outcomes would involve a long-term study. Students clearly
left the course with short-term positive identification with Ala Archa National Park, as evidenced
by statements that the environment helped them to truly understand heat and cold, that the tent
became their home, and that others who had not experienced the program would not be able to
identify with what the ELP graduates now knew about nature (see Appendix I). Additionally,
they expressed intentions, to varying degrees, to apply Responsible Environmental Behavior in
their personal lives and professional preparations for the remainder of their time in university
(see Appendix H.2). However, short of a long-term study, there is no way to truly gauge whether
students’ outlooks truly shifted during the course in a way that will produce long-term
responsible environmental behavior. As Misha Golfmann, the founder of Kroka, noted, it is
extremely difficult to know whether a program is transformative (that is, it completely changes
someone’s approach to the world), or whether it simply unlocks and helps expand a trait that
already existed. A long-term study that follows several cohorts of ELP students from program
completion into a professional life after completing the university would be potentially useful in
determining the extent of true REB implementation.

The collective outcomes of the Ecological Leadership Project centered on creating a
cohort of students at the partner institution, the American University of Central Asia, who would

not only be capable of serving as ELP instructors in future years, but also serve as a core group
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of students at AUCA who can spread tenants of ecologically-responsible leadership. In the case
of the first objective, the initial results over only the last few months are promising. Upon return
to the university at the start of the Fall 2016 semester, a core group of the ELP graduates
immediately began to lobby for the creation of a university Outdoor Club. At the time of this
paper’s publication, the successfully created AUCA Outdoor Club has hosted a series of hikes,
ski trips, and camping trips with several ELP alumni at the helm of the organization. Currently, |
am in contact with two of the main Outdoor Club organizers to discuss the possibility of running
a second ELP during Summer 2017. Given this response, the ELP’s success in creating a group
who will spread the lessons of the ELP and serve as conduits for continuity in future years is
initially promising.

However, similarly to the difficulty in measuring the more long-term individual
outcomes, the long-term collective outcome and the ambitious strategic outcome of the program
will take years to gauge. Although the ELP heavily emphasized the valuable skills of leadership
vision, planning and goal setting, valuation of resources, and tradeoffs, the students must take
responsibility for applying these refined skills in their academic and future professional lives.
Given the diversity of ELP participants’ backgrounds — software design, business, politics,
anthropology, and environmental management — there exists the breadth of experience to achieve
the stated goal of producing wide-ranging support for the Kyrgyz National Sustainable
Development strategy. A single program iteration, however, is unlikely to produce a noticeable
depth in support. Transforming a program such as the ELP into a self-sustaining and far-reaching
institution such as the National Outdoor Leadership School or Outward Bound is a clear

prerequisite to achieving any semblance of long-term strategic success.

65



5.2. Pre-trip Student Responses

The Ecological Leadership Program, in addition to maintaining objective-based
performance points, also included research work as part of its execution. As outlined in previous
sections, researchers used a combination of semi-structured interview and participant observation
to attempt to understand how individual students reacted in regards to project hypotheses. During
the first three days of the trip, the researchers conducted one-on-one semi-structured interviews
to determine the baseline for the project data. Student responses through semi-structured
interviews showed consistency in responses regarding feelings towards the program and the
leadership/adventure component but inconsistency regarding ecology and environmental
behavior. All students except one reported a prior level of contact with nature that seems to
characterize the urban Kyrgyz student — exposure to the Kyrgyz concept of nature as a child in a
rural hometown or staying with rural relatives, visiting jailoo high pastures in summer,
gardening, and picnicking, coupled with an enjoyment of Bishkek’s many city parks as an urban
university student. The one outlier was a student who regularly engaged in treks and solo hikes
in the high mountains and routinely immersed himself in challenging outdoor situations
(Participant 4). This pattern translated over to the students’ outlooks regarding participation in
the Ecological Leadership Program — the six students (Participants 1-3, 5-7) exhibiting similar
characteristics described their expectations for the program in terms of recognizing the challenge
and meeting it with varying degrees of confidence, although expressing some concern regarding
their untested physical or mental abilities. They used words such as “beautiful” (Participants 1, 2,
& 5) to describe their concepts of nature, “strong” (Participants 1, 4, & 5) to describe how nature
made them feel, and characterized themselves as small in relation to nature. Ideas such as being

removed from modern distractions and being real with themselves and others characterized their
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outlook toward being immersed in a backcountry environment, although several commented that
the immersion made them feel nervous. One student characterized the common tension between
the social self and a new nature-based identity by remarking that “I am feeling like both an
ancient man and a civilized man ... if [ see a wolf, I would have both fear and awe” (Participant
5). Interestingly, Participant 4, the consistent outlier, expressed no indications of this tension,
but did correlate with the others in describing nature as an avenue for himself to become
stronger, as well.

Concepts of ecosystems, ecosystem services, and valuation were significantly more
varied, but intriguing in their depth. The concept of connection and place in ecosystems was
prevalent — students were able to identify that ecosystems involved connection, interdependent
entities, and a requirement that entities coexist (Participants 1, 2, 4, 5, & 6). They also spoke
specifically to certain areas, such as tundra or mountains. Some students took a very critical
stance towards humans, noting that humans seemed to disrupt ecosystems and, in the case of one
student, that humans should not even been considered part of ecosystems. Even more interesting
was students’ concept of ecosystem services. All students were capable of describing the basic
goods that nature provides to humans, such as water, wood, and clear air, but also revealed a
fascinating depth of understanding regarding service valuation. Students noted that one’s
valuation of nature and associated services is influenced by political climate, personal
background, and cultural values. They voiced concerns about monetary valuation of nature due
to the ability for the rich to simply buy off the services they desire and leave the dregs to the less
fortunate. One student even noted the difference between ecology in developed countries such as
Switzerland and developing countries such as Nicaragua, expressing the sentiment that “money

can buy a healthy nature” (Participant 6). Overall, the consistency in student concepts towards
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ecosystems and associated services occurred less in identical outlooks and more in regards to a
rich depth and breadth of opinion regarding complex concepts of valuation and perspective.
Finally, a review of student attitudes towards leadership and corresponding internal locus
of control revealed a strong consistency among six out of seven students that, at the beginning of
the program, they did not consider themselves effective leaders capable of guiding a team
outside of a specific set of comfortable conditions, indicating a low internal locus of control.
Although several students with stronger responses related past experiences in nominal leadership
roles, they also described a degree of uncertainty in those roles due to a lack of experience or
strong example to follow. One student even expressed the opinion that he lacked any leadership
qualities. This outlook manifested itself in many students’ hesitation to initially volunteer for
leadership roles. This behavior was in contrast to Participant 4, the consistent outlier in the

group, who had experienced several leadership training courses already.

5.3. In-program Instructor Observations

Based on the initial student responses, the ELP instructors focused participant
observation on three main areas corresponding with the three general sections of interview
questions — general comfort in an outdoor setting, evidence of responsible environmental
behavior in daily routine, and evident increase or decrease in leadership engagement from
students. Students demonstrated noticeable increases in the ability to function in the outdoors
over the course of the program. By the third day, students were capable of setting up the camp by
themselves and, by the fourth day, several students were experimenting with making new camp
gadgets such as chairs and washbasins from plastic bottles. They also showed a remarkable
dedication to making meals a communal event, refusing to eat unless everyone was present and

ensuring that everyone had a sufficient amount of food. By the middle of the program, the
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students had, in the eyes of the ELP instructors, become extremely comfortable with the
processes of outdoor living and travel. In illustration of this point, one student remarked in the
program’s closing circle that “when [she] lost her tent” in a windstorm mid-way through the
course, “[she] lost [her] home” (Appendix 1), indicating the level of integration that the students
achieved with becoming immersed in the backcountry environment.

Evidence of an increase in responsible environmental behavior was generally subtle, but
emerged clearly in certain moments. Early in the course, instructors struggled to have students
act responsibly by not washing pots near streams, cutting vegetation, or picking wildflowers.
However, as the program progressed and student experiences became more intertwined with the
natural world, certain elements of behavior shifted. For example, after students conducted a
bioindicator measurement exercise in the stream that ran nearby their camp, they found that the
level of stream health decreased after it ran through camp. This, they surmised, was likely due to
practices such as washing pots or bathing oneself in the stream. Glimmers of behavior change
and basic elements of Responsible Environmental Behavior then emerged. Students began to
wash pots away from the stream and exhort fellow trekkers to use the stream responsibly. More
passionate students even scolded trekkers for washing or spitting in the stream. Additionally,
students reflected after exploring the Ak-Sai glacier that they now understood water as a finite
resource, capable of being dirtied or used up the further downstream it progressed. This likewise
led to a higher level of responsible behavior near water sources that the students now understood
to flow downstream to Bishkek.

However, perhaps the most interesting observation occurred when the students, late in the

course, abandoned REB practices. During a hurried walk back to the camp to escape a rainstorm,
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we witnessed students stepping onto lichen, alpine flowers, and eroding slopes in an effort to
return to camp before a rainstorm arrived. | later reflected on this observation, noting that:

Ethics and respect takes experience and competence. One cannot appreciate or guard

moss or alpine flowers if terrified of a thunderstorm. Respecting ecology in outdoor

education means that [one] must be comfortable with living in an austere environment,
not distracted by [one’s] own fear or discomfort ... The observed progression in students
in relation to nature seems to be fear - discomfort - aesthetic appreciation -
recognition of services = guarding of services = guarding of nature for nature’s sake.

Environmental sensitivity corresponds with the appreciation or recognition stage, while

REB corresponds with the guarding phases.

This reflection adds observed, real-world detail to the academic theory of progression
from environmental sensitivity to environmental ethics to responsible environmental behavior.
Early in the program, instructor observations, corroborated by student interviews, indicated that
student decisions were mainly ruled by fear and discomfort. In such a situation, students perceive
that the environment is a threat and were therefore narrowly focused on their own survival needs,
not on the survival needs of the environment. However, after discussing the idea of discomfort
and its relationship to REB, instructors were able to note that an increase in environmental
comfort led to a corresponding increase in REB — as students learned how to efficiently set up
their camp, cook, stay warm, and stay clean, many of their fears and discomforts were dissipated.
Students noticed more about the environment and spent more time taking pictures or scouting
around camp. This phase of aesthetic appreciation transitioned into recognition of nature’s value
and finite characteristics through exercises such as the previously mentioned bioindicator

exercise and role playing valuation exercises that compelled students to consider the value of
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natural resources. Feelings of empowerment in their new environments, when coupled with
instruction in ecology, initiated the beginnings of Responsible Environmental Behavior. In
contrast, instructors noted that a decrease in empowerment and sense of control, such as when
the weather was poor and practicing REB took more effort, generally caused students to default
back to non-responsible behaviors — washing pots in the stream or urinating closer to the alpine
area rather than walking all the way to the latrine.

Finally, observations about leadership and self-empowerment were perhaps the most
noticeable and dramatic. As noted in student interviews, most students came into the program
unsure of their capabilities as a leader. As early as the second day of the program, however,
instructors began assigning Leaders of the Day and providing leadership opportunities for ELP
participants. Leader debriefs at the end of the day focused on reviewing student performance and
providing input on areas where students could improve during their next leadership opportunity.
In the case of the one student who expressed the opinion that he was “not a leader” and needed to
leave his comfort zone, the ELP instructors provided him with two leadership opportunities —
one LOD day and one leadership scenario — to ensure that he received adequate opportunities to
excel. The student’s final opportunity in the course was extremely challenging, but his mood in
the debrief was upbeat and proud as the instructor explained how effectively the student had
functioned. In addition to an instructor emphasis on mentorship, the student group was
exceptionally supportive of each other and worked to ensure the success of each LOD with little
to no infighting. The instructors observed student-leaders becoming more confident as they
worked through difficult conditions, supported from below by their team. Student reflections
during the closing circle corroborated instructor observations, with students remarking that

“leadership experiences were priceless” and “we all had special things to offer to the group and
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Table 5: Delivery Method Strengths and Weaknesses

Sustain

Improve

Experiential learning opportunities such as
bioindicator measurement showed
significant results in student understanding

First day classes are necessary, but should
be no longer than 30 minutes and then
allow for a break

Land valuation scenario was an extremely
effective vector to discuss valuation

Small-group breakouts are effective as long
as leaders are solid facilitators. Include
leader training in next rotation.

“Say goodbye to yourself” exercise with
the mirror, held at Alpine Camp prior to
hiking to the high camp, was extremely
effective in bringing students into the
“transformative” nature of the ELP

No conventional lectures — the “5-minute
lecture” format followed by questions is a
more effective route. Students were bored
or overwhelmed by conventional lectures,
even in the place-based format.

Choosing an LOD, nightly briefings, and
LOD debriefs all worked well for giving
students real-world experiences.

Leadership scenarios were effective for
students to practice quick decision-making
— include more leadership scenarios in
future ELP rotations; consider them as
rehearsals for critical events such as first
aid, etc.

Teaching students to set up the camp and
then having them do it by themselves after
that worked well. Even though they
struggled, they quickly learned how to do it
themselves and were fully functional by the
third day.

5.6. Research Outcomes: Transfer of the Experiential Education Model

Although the main research question focused on whether a hybrid environmental
adventure education (EAE) model could lead to a positive change in Responsible Environmental
Behavior, it was first necessary to determine whether the basic Western experiential education
model could translate over to a different culture where experiential education is essentially non-
existent. In determining the answer to this research question, the instructors compared responses
and outcomes of ELP students with responses given from their Western counterparts after
completing an experiential education program. ELP student responses at the conclusion of the

program were remarkably similar to those noted in D’Amato and Krazny (2012). Both Western
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and Kyrgyz students agreed that an experiential education program served as a sort of crucible,
placing weak humans in a setting where they are subjected to a stronger natural world.
Experiential education served to remove them from distractions, to provide opportunities for
thought and solitude, to build self-confidence, and to immerse students in a team setting. In
addition to student responses, the objective achievement that all students completed the course,
with not a single attempt to quit or cut the course short, is a testament to the overall success of
the model’s ability to transfer to a new and different culture.

However, instructors also observed that they had to change several minor aspects of the
program during the course in order to accommodate a different cultural worldview. As noted
above, the most experienced instructor noted that there was a significant emphasis on bathing
and cleanliness, in contrast to his experience with Western students. This is not to say that
Western students are unclean, but rather that there is a different cultural standard for hygiene and
the level where one becomes “dirty.” The ELP had to alter the schedule to allow for additional
bathing opportunities every few days, an aspect of the schedule that had not been previously
anticipated. Additionally, instructors also noticed an increased emphasis on the communal nature
of meals, even informal meals such as snacks or lunch that Western students would often take on
their own. Again, this simply called for an alteration in schedule rather than a change to the
entire program structure. It does, however, call to light the need to adjust the presentation of an
experiential education program when transferring it to a different culture. At least from the
standpoint of the ELP and the Kyrgyz Republic, the experiential education model is an excellent
fit and merely requires adjustments to the nuances of the program to create a safe and familiar

learning environment for students.
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5.7. Research Outcomes: Changes in Responsible Environmental Behavior

Given the effectiveness of the model framework, the question remains regarding whether
the hybridized environmental adventure education (EAE) model can increase an internal locus of
control in its students and, in doing so, attain a higher level of Responsible Environmental
Behavior (REB). Based off of student responses and, more importantly, instructor observation
during the ELP, data indicates that the increased focus on ecology in the EAE model can indeed
serve to inspire Responsible Environmental Behavior in students. However, the success of a
program’s curriculum in inspiring REB seems to rest on four key factors in EAE programming.

First, an ecology program in an EAE curriculum must be preceded by students attaining a
feeling of empowerment and comfort with living in a backcountry environment. Comfort in this
case is not defined in the modern sense of being without inconveniences, but in terms of no
longer feeling that the environment is a threat to one’s survival through the process of teaching
low-impact backcountry living skills and increasing individual internal locus of control through
leadership development exercises. As noted in Nash’s (2014) book Wilderness and the American
Mind and further corroborated by research during the ELP, humans do not typically concentrate
on environmental sustainability when their own livelihood seems to be at stake. Only after the
initial 3-4 days, once students ceased to describe their environment as intimidating, did they
begin to visually and behaviorally respond to ecology lessons. Therefore, a program that seeks to
achieve a certain level of Responsible Environmental Behavior in its students must first help
them to “‘master the basics” of backcountry living.

Second, a curriculum that helps students to connect to their environment on a personal
level is more likely to achieve elements of Responsible Environmental Behavior. Students

frequently remarked that it was the process of tracing the watershed from their own city to its
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origin on the glacier that led them to understand the importance of this finite resource. Thus,
moving beyond the idea of general place-based education to a specific place that ties lessons to a
student’s home and everyday societal life may assist students in seeing an intrinsic motivation
for REB. One possibility for increasing specificity is for students from a particular area (in this
case, the Bishkek region of Kyrgyzstan) to study an ecological network or issue as it relates to
them and to their home, similar to the problem-based learning approach in the Ecological
Economics Workbook (Farley et al., 2005) Unlike LNT, which defines REB as a backcountry
ethic, specific place-based curricula connect actions and lessons in the backcountry to students’
daily lives, thereby increasing the likelihood that REB will continue after program completion.

In addition to establishing the place-based connection, an effective EAE curriculum will
work to achieve a broad relevance to students’ professional interests. Rarely will a program work
with a student group with academic interests solely in ecology. Thus, helping students
understand the relevance to ecology in their future aspirations is a key component to providing a
motivation to practice REB. In the ELP’s case, this relevance seemed to emerge strongly through
discussions on ecosystem services and hands-on exercises in resource valuation. Students from
several disciplines made their final observations on ecosystem services through the lens of their
particular academic aspiration, indicating that a curriculum that can add cultural, monetary,
political, social, and natural relevance to REB is more likely to inspire REB in its students.

Finally, a crucial component of an effective EAE curriculum is that it adds life to nature.
Students began the program with remarking on the most noticeable features of nature — rocks,
water, forests, animals, etc. These observations of the components of nature largely featured
generalized, impersonal groups (i.e. “animals” or “trees” broadly) or inanimate objects (i.e.

“rocks” or “water””). However, exercises such as the stream bioindicator exercise clearly made
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an impression on students, showing them the level of life that exists beyond their observable eye.
This exercise seemed to attune them to an increased level of observation in their natural world,
with students moving from generalized descriptions of nature to noting things such as pikas
consuming grass or mountain goats blended into the hillside.

The research conducted during the Ecological Leadership Program cannot, unfortunately,
reliably predict whether students’ exhibited Responsible Environmental Behavior will be long-
or short-term. Although students’ final reflections at the closing ceremony observed that their
outlooks towards the environment and society had changed and suggested a much deeper
appreciation for responsible environmental behavior, the small sample size and current lack of
long-term follow-up with students prevents an assessment of behavior duration. As students
themselves noted, whereas an environmentally responsible decision during the ELP typically
came only at the cost of time or convenience, environmentally responsible decisions in daily life
may also be associated with an additional monetary cost that students cannot afford. Yet,
although a definitive answer would require additional study and research, there also exists the
possibility that the same Kyrgyz ingenuity and inward reflection that the ELP instructors saw
exhibited so many times during the course will carry REB into students’ daily lives. As
demonstrated with the students’ ability to improvise tools from trash at no cost to themselves,
students could also carry their inspiration into their professional and personal lives in ways that

ELP researchers and instructors could not foresee.
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CHAPTER 6: PRACTICAL APPLICATION OF PROJECT RESULTS
6.1. Curriculum Adjustments
The initial attempt at creating an Environmental Adventure Education curriculum was,
based on instructor experience and student course feedback, a successful first attempt. However,
there were several key “on-the-fly” adjustments that instructors made to the curriculum during
the course of the program that enabled this success. These adjustments are recorded here in an
effort to capture lessons learned from the program for future ELP curriculum adjustments and for

the edification of other programs that seek to replicate the Environmental Adventure Education

model.

Table 6: Curriculum Analysis

Curriculum Adjustment

Justification

Expected Outcome

Course Length adjusted
from 13 to 12 days

A day dedicated purely to
equipment recovery is
unnecessary and will likely
lose student attention

More efficient use of
program time, with a
response to student
comments that the program
was slightly too long

Add resource valuation
scenario, strategically
placed in middle of course
after students have had at
least four days to adjust to
backcountry living

The resource valuation
scenario (or “National
Park” game) was one of the
highlights of the course
from a student comment
perspective and a learning
outcome perspective,
despite being created “on-
the-fly” to respond to a lack
of student connection to
ecosystem service valuation

Continued educational
returns in regards to
resource valuation

Plan for additional exercises
similar to the bioindicator
exercise to increase student
awareness of natural health

The bioindicator exercise,
similar to the resource
valuation scenario, was an
unexpected, last-minute
addition to the program that
results in a high rate of
return in student
understanding.

Continued educational
returns in regards to
understanding the health
and makeup of natural
environments
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Plan for additional
leadership scenarios

The few leadership
scenarios that the ELP
conducted were well-
received by students.
Students expressed an
interest in each having an
opportunity to work as LOD
and also run a leadership
scenario. Leadership
scenarios also offer
opportunities to practice
critical emergency
rehearsals with students.

Increased opportunities for
leadership practice,
resulting in a greater return
on time investment
regarding student leadership
skills

Add instructor train-up to
the program schedule

All ELP instructors were
experienced in their own
way, but took several days
to synchronize their
approaches. This resulted in
less emphasis on curriculum
components such as topic
clusters and small-group
breakout.

Adding an instructor train-
up allows time to explain
the concept of topic
clusters, systems thinking,
and the small group
breakout approach. This
will increase overall
curriculum effectiveness,
adding in components that
went neglected in 2016.

Instruction methods should
focus on five-minute
lecture, small group
breakout with topic clusters,
and practical exercises.
Delete the formal lecture
from the approved
curriculum methods.

During the course of the
program, instructors noted
the methods that did and did
not work. The formal
lecture was almost wholly
ineffective, whereas other
methods were significantly
more effective.

Increased knowledge
retention and an increase in
available instruction time.

Adjust curriculum to
include the service project
in the last quarter of the
program, the solo day on
Day 10, a walkout and
closing ceremony on Day
11, and a equipment
recovery and return to
AUCA on Day 12.

Based on curriculum
adjustments from ELP
2016, the model outlined
here would presumably
have more success, as the
instructors gravitated
towards this model in the
final scheduling.

Increased engagement in
the service project,
increased participation in
closing ceremony, more
efficient use of time in
overall program closing.

Decrease emphasis on
scheduling and build in
semi-structured time for
reflection and exploration.

The initial ELP curriculum
maintained a heavy focus
on scheduling. This aspect
of the curriculum seemed at
odds with a less schedule-
centric Kyrgyz philosophy.

Increased time for
exploration and self-guided
learning, potentially
increasing learning
opportunities and
knowledge retention.
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6.2. Partner Analysis

In addition to adjusting the curriculum to make the next ELP more successful, a review of
project partners reveals areas for potential gains through the integration of like-minded
organizations. From the initial stages of the Ecological Leadership Program, it was clear that the
program would require an interested and committed partner in the Kyrgyz Republic to fully
succeed. First, as a program developed specifically for Kyrgyz students, the ELP would need a
partner institution with a compatible educational philosophy from which to draw its program
participants. Second, due to the logistic complications associated with planning a project
remotely from its execution site and participants, solid partners had to be willing to use their own
time and resources to assist with preparatory work on the ELP. Third, the cultural differences
between the ELP planners and the ELP participants required a partner who could provide sound
advice and feedback in regards to curriculum, lessons, and the overall approach to the
educational process. Within the first months of conceiving of the ELP, | invested significant
work into identifying program partners by researching the academic institutions in the vicinity of
Ala Archa National Park and sending out introductory emails to various faculty and department
heads at the institutions. Ultimately, the avid response from Professor Zheenbek Kulenbekov at
the University of Central Asia and his initial interest in the project became one of the key
components to the program’s success.

Enlisting the support and assistance of Professor Kulenbekov as a project advisor and
sponsor, however, was only the first step in partnership. During the initial reconnaissance trip to
Bishkek, Ala Archa, and AUCA, two additional strategic partnerships required attention. The

first involved presenting the Ecological Leadership Program to the AUCA president, Andrew
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Wachtel, to secure permission and support from AUCA as a whole. The second key partnership
involved alerting the Ala Archa National Park staff of the plan and receiving authorization to
proceed. The first partnership request went smoothly; the second proved unexpectedly difficult
but critical and far-sighted.

In its educational philosophy, the American University of Central Asia models the
American liberal arts system. Its president is American and its staff are a talented group of
professionals and academics from throughout the world, most with extensive backgrounds in
international education. With Professor Kulenbekov’s support, | created a briefing paper several
months in advance of the reconnaissance trip and sent it to AUCA for President Wachtel’s
review. Professor Kulenbekov took the additional step of arranging a meeting for me with the
AUCA president to take place during the reconnaissance trip. Due to the diligent pre-work by
both project coordinators, President Wachtel’s reception of the Ecological Leadership Program
was enthusiastic and, after asking a few specific questions, the president committed AUCA to
supporting the ELP during its pilot year. The partnership with AUCA proved to be consistently
supportive throughout the ensuing year of planning. Although AUCA had no programming funds
for the fledgling program, the university added critical logistics assistance by providing low cost
dining and dormitory options on the first day of the ELP, set aside a classroom for the orientation
day, and allocated the AUCA bus and driver for transport to and from Ala Archa National Park.
Additionally, instructional support from Professor Kulenbekov regarding watersheds and
Professor Rahimov regarding Kyrgyz nature and culture proved valuable contributions to the
ELP curriculum. In the partnership analysis chart below, the various points regarding the ELP’s
partnership with AUCA are delineated in terms of compatibilities, incompatibilities,

opportunities, and challenges.
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Table 7: ELP Partner Analysis

. The

COMPATIBILITIES

. American University of Central Asia is
founded on the American liberal arts
model and therefore philosophically
compatible  with an  experiential
education program

. The Environmental Management and
Sustainable Development faculty is
interested in program expansion.
AUCA Outing Club has
experienced a high initial interest from
the student body, indicating that
students want to explore outdoor
opportunities

Departments such as anthropology are
already field-based and provide a
parallel development model for EMSD.

INCOMPATIBILITIES

. The pilot program of the ELP revealed

. Working  with

several areas that require reform or
rethinking prior to a second year of
programming.

ELP program goals in regards to
teaching a Western-centric worldview
of ecology need continued refinement
and merging with the societal outlook
and needs of the Kyrgyz Republic

land  management
agencies in the Kyrgyz Republic is
initially proving challenging, as they
are not familiar with the experiential
education model (see Challenge #5)

. Several

OPPORTUNITIES

. Continued political and economic
stability in the Kyrgyz Republic
indicates an environment receptive to
new ideas

. The AUCA Outing Club provides a
ready pool of interested and trained
individuals for future ELP rotations
ELP  alumni  continue
committed to seeing the program grow

at both AUCA and into other
universities in Kyrgyzstan
Departments such as  EMSD,

anthropology, and computer science all
have practical application opportunities
in the ELP curriculum
. Private organizations such as ITMC
and the Trekking Union of Kyrgyzstan
are eager to grow partner networks and
membership base, especially with
organizations that include younger,
Kyrgyz demographics

CHALLENGES

. There are currently few trained outdoor

education instructors available to assist
with future program rotations

. Due to professional demands, Nathan’s

time to commit to the ELP will become
limited in future years

Funding the program in the long-term
to replace equipment may be a
challenge unless AUCA institutes a
course fee

Changes in AUCA administration
could lead to a lack of support for a
fledgling program

Kyrgyz organizations that may be
required for partnership in expanding
experiential education programs (ex.
state land management programs,
tourism bureaus) may be reticent to
partner or assist with what seems an
unorthodox, out-of-the-ordinary
program (see incompatibility #3)

85




Partnering with Ala Archa National Park, on the other hand, proved a sensitive and time-
consuming process to navigate, although the end result of the work likely saved the program in
its conceived form. Ala Archa National Park, unlike other units in the Kyrgyz park system, falls
directly under the administration of the Office of the President. As a result, authority to conduct
programming in Ala Archa seems to formally reside at a level of ministry significantly higher
than the park director. During the reconnaissance trip in August 2015, Professor Kulenbekov
recommended establishing a meeting with the Ala Archa National Park director to discuss the
program’s plans and receive authorization to conduct the program within the national park. This
first meeting was inconclusive, ending with the park director saying that he would consider the
program as long as | presented a detailed “business plan” for how the ELP could benefit the park.
During the second meeting several days later, | presented an outline for how the Ecological
Leadership Program and a closer relationship between AUCA and Ala Archa National Park
could be used to leverage development and tourism. The meeting, again, seemed inconclusive,
until the park director seemed to change his mind at the last minute. He then proceeded to direct
his secretary to issue a letter of assurance that allowed AUCA to conduct the ELP in Ala Archa
during Summer 2016. Professor Kulenbekov stored this letter of assurance in his files in the
event it was needed during the following year. Notably, the letter became a veritable “golden
ticket” into the park over a year later.

In late July 2016, only several days before the ELP planned to enter Ala Archa, a minor
rockslide dropped several large boulders onto the road heading into the park. Deemed a safety
hazard by the Office of the President, a government official ordered the park closed for one week
while crews cleared the debris and tested the hillside for other danger. With only one road into

and out of Ala Archa, the park became a closed system — those personnel in the park could not
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leave and those who wanted to enter were turned away at the gate. With no park website to check
for information, the ELP instructors did not learn of the park closure until they arrived at the gate
on 02 August with a busload of students. The park security, under strict orders to allow no
entrance, insisted that the group must turn back, despite the instructors arguing for the program’s
critical importance. For a matter of 30 minutes, the Ecological Leadership Program seemed that
it would be delayed for at least two days until the road opened again. However, just as the
instructors began to load up the van, they encountered the park director driving out of the park
gate. Professor Kulenbekov, flagging the director down, produced the carefully guarded letter of
assurance from the previous year and presented it to the director. After a few moments of
conversation, all of which was in Kyrgyz instead of Russian and therefore completely
unintelligible to me, the park director instructed the guards to allow the ELP vehicle passage.
Although the instructors and students could only drive up to the landslide, we were authorized to
walk the remainder of the way into the park.

This interaction and resolution is illustrative of the overall summary regarding ELP
partnerships — AUCA, a forward-thinking institution with a willingness to experiment and
support new ideas, played a critical role in assisting the project planners to navigate the potential
snags of a different culture and government administrative system. As outlined in the chart
above, there are several key compatibilities and opportunities that exist with AUCA as a future
partner in the Ecological Leadership Program. Namely, AUCA’s educational philosophy and
outlook is well-aligned to support growing student enthusiasm for an experiential education
program such as the ELP. The major challenges and incompatibilities are, in my opinion, not a
major threat to the growth of experiential education, provided that a committed program leader

continues to interface with a supportive AUCA staff on the program’s future. AUCA has already
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proven that it can effectively navigate the Kyrgyz land management system, the first major
friction point that stands out. The second major incompatibility — a curriculum and program that
is not fully aligned with Kyrgyz culture and outlook — is already in the process of reform. As
reflected in the previous section, the student feedback from the course drove several curriculum
changes that would be instituted in a second round of the ELP. Ultimately, the goal of the
program is to “work oneself out of a job” and make it entirely Kyrgyz-run, thereby placing full
ownership for the curriculum in the hands of those it was meant for. Given these surmountable
challenges, it is my belief that a continued partnership with AUCA in support of the ELP is a
prime avenue for continued program success and refinement.

It is also worth noting the presence of other potential partners in the community, in
particular the Trekking Union of Kyrgyzstan and the ITMC Adventure Travel organization. The
Trekking Union of Kyrgyzstan (TUK) is a non-profit organization based in Bishkek that rents
affordable equipment and holds low-cost excursions for its members and visitors. TUK stands
out from the typical trekking organization in Bishkek due to its emphasis on creating
opportunities for local Kyrgyz citizens to experience outdoor opportunities, both through its
trekking program and its equipment rental. In the case of the ELP, TUK was instrumental in
agreeing to provide sleeping bag rentals at a member cost to the program, thereby filling a major
gap in the ELP resources. In working with TUK, it was clear that the organization could benefit
greatly from a capital investment to allow them to purchase additional and higher quality
equipment and from formal partnerships with organizations that could potentially grow the TUK
membership and support base. Future ELP rotations should consider partnering with TUK in
some capacity to continue to build a relationship between the fledgling ELP and the promising

non-profit.

88



ITMC Adventure Travel is at first glance a typical tourist-centric tour operator that caters
largely to foreign clientele. Its offerings, in contrast to TUK’s humble hikes, include heli-skiing
and long, technical expeditions in the Tian Shan. However, during the course of the two
summers spent in Bishkek with the ELP, | was introduced to the owner of ITMC and worked
with the company in the inaugural year of the program, and in the process came to understand
the foundations of ITMC with greater clarity. ITMC, founded by the Russian mountaineer
Vladimir Kommissarov, is one of the longest standing tour operators in Kyrgyzstan and has
spent significant amounts of time and energy in guide training, forming a mountaineering club
for locals, and in building a mountaineering infrastructure in Ala Archa National Park. ITMC is
the driving force behind many of the mountain cleanup days in Ala Archa and sponsors the
Kyrgyz Mountain Rescue service that responds to rescue situations in the Park. And, although its
tour offerings offer many typical tourist attractions, ITMC also sponsors tours that focus on
history, nomad ethnography, and other non-standard cultural subjects. In my interactions with
Vladimir Kommissarov, the ITMC founder’s commitment to expanding mountaineering
programming and leader education in the form of guides training was evident. Future rotations of
the ELP should explore additional ways to partner with ITMC, perhaps by offering an apprentice
instructor slot to a junior ITMC guide, in an effort to build a mutually beneficial relationship

between the tour operator and outdoor education program.

89



CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION AND A ‘WAY AHEAD’ FOR THE ELP
7.1. Full Circle: The ELP and the Kyrgyz Republic’s Sustainable Development Plan

Over two years ago, the ELP began as an idea for “giving back™ and, after countless days
of work and over a hundred pages of research and reflection comes the inevitable question —
what was it all for? As noted at the beginning of this thesis, the nature of the ELP is grounded in
the idea of action research and adding both new knowledge and a tangible positive output to a
select community. In the case of the ELP, the select community was specifically the American
University of Central Asia, but also the broader Kyrgyz community that the Kyrgyz National
Sustainable Development Plan seeks to serve. In designing the pilot year of the Ecological
Leadership Program, | worked to create a series of “nested” relationships between the program’s
ground-level objectives and the overarching strategic goals as outlined by the Sustainable
Development plan. Specifically, the ELP addressed the Sustainable Development Plan’s
requirement for sustainable educational initiatives and incorporating quantitative estimates of
natural capital into GDP production by crafting a curriculum focused on ecosystem services. The
curriculum’s focus on youth and leadership addressed the goals of training “green” business
innovation and attempting to slow the “brain drain” of talented Kyrgyz youth by giving them
unique opportunities in the Kyrgyz Republic. The program’s placement in Ala Archa and
combination of tourist-centric adventure sports such as rock climbing, added to the discussions
of ecology, directly addressed the tension between tourism and environmental health. At the end
of the program, seven Kyrgyz students left the ELP with a unique interpretation of what it means
to be Kyrgyz and to own, as a member of the Kyrgyz Republic, resources in places such as Ala
Archa National Park. They left with a new vision for themselves as leaders in their own

profession. They left with the distinction of having experienced an educational program that was
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previously only available to foreign students. These seven unique visions stand independently as
a worthwhile product of the ELP, regardless of the level of Responsible Environmental Behavior
the students actually exhibit in their daily lives.

However, for the ELP to fully achieve the goals of the Sustainable Development Plan, the
program will ideally build upon the successes of the first year with ensuing program rotations. In
the section below, | outlines the key aspects of a ‘way ahead’ for the Ecological Leadership

Program and the environmental adventure education model.

7.2. Ingredients for Future Success in the ELP

As with its origin, the Ecological Leadership Program will undoubtedly require strong
partnerships to continue into the future. As of the publication of this paper, future ELP rotations
are highly likely, based on continued interest on the part of the American University of Central
Asia. Additionally, shortly after the students’ return from the ELP, a core group of the ELP
participants founded the first AUCA Outdoors Club, a key prerequisite to maintaining interest in
the concept of the Ecological Leadership Program. Given these key stakeholder groups, the will
to execute a second round of the ELP exists. The next crucial step will be building the skill to
execute the program again.

A review of international development projects reveals that a key aspect of project
survival is the creation of a cadre of capable stakeholders who can take control and ownership of
the project. In the case of the ELP, capable stakeholders are specifically defined as a program
manager and student instructors to organize and lead the program. Although the potential for
such stakeholders exists at AUCA, there is currently not a cadre of instructors that is capable of
functioning on its own. As such, the ELP will likely require 1-2 more summers of instructor

“apprenticeship” before the current sophomore instructor candidates reach their senior year and
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are capable of managing the program independently. Ideally, a partnership with a US-based
educational institution with a strong experiential education program can serve as the bridge
between the initial year of the ELP and a time in the near future when the US-based instructors
have “worked themselves out of a job” and Kyrgyz instructors are capable of operating
independently.

As Kyrgyz instructors become increasingly capable, growing the ELP’s partnership
network within Kyrgyzstan is an additional key step towards program longevity. As noted in the
partner analysis, working with organizations such as the Trekking Union of Kyrgyzstan or ITMC
offer additional possibilities for fulfilling the aims of the Sustainable Development Plan. The
ELP, with its focus on ecology, innovation, and leadership, is well poised to partner with
tourism-based organizations to create training programs centered on sustainable tourism or green
business initiatives or to organize initiatives to responsibly use and protect Kyrgyz natural
resources for long-term economic gain rather than short-term profits. In regards to immediate
action, coming ELP rotations can begin to grow these relationships by including TUK or ITMC

staff as students or guest instructors, or by including their staff in instructor training sessions.

7.3. Recommendations for Expansion of the EAE Model

The ELP is, of course, only a single program in an array of potential environmental
adventure education options that exist worldwide. Considering the success of experiential
education in the Western world and the initially positive reception in the Central Asian culture of
the Kyrgyz Republic, the EAE model has potential to expand into other countries and cultures
that find themselves with the need to create educational initiatives to solve ecological issues. The
majority of Western experiential education models with international programs focus on taking

Western students and educating them in foreign countries — the education is for Western students
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in someone else’s country. Although this approach reaps benefits for the Western students in
regards to broadening their cultural perspectives, the benefits for the students of the host country
are almost non-existent. If experiential education is as powerful as its proponents attest, and as
effective as this project’s data indicates, then the denizens of non-Western countries can benefit
greatly from their own experiential education model in their own land.

In contrast to the conventional program, the specificity of the EAE’s home-based
education model looks to provide an experiential education opportunity for an array of students
in their own lands. As outlined above, inherent in the EAE’s curriculum approach is the idea that
a student will be more likely to retain ecological knowledge, and therefore to act in a more
environmentally responsible manner, if the student can make a direct connection between his or
her own well-being and the health of the environment that immediately surrounds them.
Considering the worldwide effects of ecological degradation and climate change, emphasizing
the international proliferation of programs that spread the components of responsible
environmental behavior and leadership is therefore a key component of worldwide ecosystem
integrity. It is not enough, nor is it environmentally just, to assume that we can grow
ecologically-minded leaders in Western-based experiential education programs and then send
them abroad to “fix” the problems of the world. Rather, one must consider how to inspire leaders
from within a country to apply their own methods and practices to addressing pressing
environmental issues.

From a practical standpoint, the proliferation of the environmental adventure education
model from the AUCA’s ELP to other programs is most likely to occur as part of a larger
international development effort focused on experiential education. Considering that the areas

that are most fertile for an EAE program are also unlikely to have the capital to support a for-
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profit EAE organization, the future of EAE resides in the non-profit, international development,
or academic realm, or in some combination of the three. It is my opinion, having planned and
executed the Ecological Leadership Program on a budget that was 10% the size of his “dream
budget” requested in grants, that an EAE program is a realistic approach to achieving high-return
investment in ecological education at a relatively low cost. Future EAE initiatives should focus
on finding partners in academic institutions or non-profit organizations with the requisite
experiential education skill, matching them with partner universities abroad, and then working
together to create environmental adventure education programs to achieve the ecological goal of

the students and citizens of the partner country.

7.4. Future Research Pursuits

Coincident with the continuation of the ELP and potential expansion of the EAE model,
there exists an opportunity to continue to deepen the initial research on experiential education
and its effect on Responsible Environmental Behavior. Currently, the data that exists in regards
to the hybrid environmental adventure education approach is only at a baseline understanding — it
is clear that the model is capable of having an effect on a student’s REB, but the question of t0
what extent and for how long remain to be answered. The first step will be to replicate the ELP
for several more cycles to grow the body of baseline data from student groups. Using similar
qualitative techniques of semi-structured interviews and participant observation, albeit with
refined questions and observation plans, and potentially adding quantitative techniques through
Likert scaled questionnaires will serve to deepen the overall understanding of how students react
to the EAE model.

A second critical component of future research will involve follow-up interviews with

former ELP students. In the original ELP cohort, six of the seven students had at least two years
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left in the university before graduation. A re-interview with these six students in Spring 2018,
prior to their graduation, would be a potentially effective way to gather baseline data in regards
to knowledge retention and behavior change three years after their ELP experience. In the event
the ELP is successful with future rotations, the research data here will provide the opportunity
for researchers from AUCA or a partner university to conduct a series of studies of the
effectiveness of the environmental adventure education model for growing ecologically-minded

leaders for the Kyrgyz Republic.
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CONCLUSION: CROSSING BORDERS FOR THE FUTURE OF RESPONSIBLE
ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOR

The public health expert and statistician Hans Rosling frequently spoke about Western
misconceptions regarding the global world, to include the fallacy of distinguishing between
developing and developed nations (Rosling, 2014). Rosling noted that there are a remarkable
number of countries, often considered by the West as developing nations and implicitly lagging
behind their developed counterparts in regards to their ability to think critically about and solve
pressing issues. However, statistics told a different story, with Rosling using innovative
approaches to statistical representation to show that the differences between supposedly different
nations are, in fact, much less than expected. Although the ELP stayed far from the jungle of
statistical analysis, it is my hope that one can take a similar lesson from the experience and
research contained in this thesis. At the beginning of the project, after listening to me explain the
plan for the ELP, someone remarked that the project seemed a bit arrogant and presumptuous.
“What makes you think,” the person asked, “that you can force your ways of seeing the world
and educating students onto another country?” The answer, I believe, exists within Rosling’s
argument against considering another nation as “developing” — we are not nearly as different as
we are sometimes led to believe.

In the case of the ELP, the main structure of experiential education transferred to the
AUCA students remarkably well. As one would expect, students in their late teens or early
twenties responded enthusiastically to a program that allows them to test their limits, that
empowers them to make decisions, that challenges their views on the world, and that encourages
their individual vision for themselves. Even more fascinating were the students’ responses to

challenging and complex subjects such as ecosystem service valuation — they were eager to
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embrace topics such as personal perspective, political power, and cultural norms and how it
affected the choice to use or preserve resources. Why, then, has experiential education not
previously flourished in a place such as the Kyrgyz Republic? The answer came in the closing
circle, as students reflected on their experiences over the two weeks of their ELP experience.
“This is special,” one student commented, “because no one gives us these experiences. There is
never an opportunity like this for Kyrgyz students, so we often become frustrated and maybe a
little lazy” (N. Fry, personal observation, August 2016). As US-based experiential education
programs flourish around the world, taking place in beautiful countries such as Peru or India, it is
also necessary to understand that they often occur in places where an entire demographic of
students has never had the opportunity to take part in such a course. Whether from an assumption
that Western-style experiential education, as my questioner stated, is oppressive or from the
opinion that a “developing” nation simply is not ready for experiential education, the failure to
bring the power of experiential education to the students and future leaders of our international
community must be corrected. The Ecological Leadership Program represents a first step
towards dispelling doubts that exist about the ability of experiential education to cross borders,
fall on fertile ground, and produce organic results in communities around the world. I truly hope

it will not be the last.
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