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Abstract 

Teachers at an independent, sectarian school had growing concerns and needs related to 

the design, enactment, and curricular integration of an extensive 6-12 experiential learning (EL) 

program. In their roles as EL co-facilitators and leaders, these teachers recognized that EL 

programing (i.e., field trips, outdoor adventure education, service learning, etc.) should represent 

meaningful, student-centered learning, but they were worried that there was a disconnect 

between the themes and goals of the EL program and the actual integration of those themes and 

goals within classroom curricula. The author's review of the literature highlighted the defining 

features of meaningful EL, and a needs assessment study underscored the contextual issues and 

opportunities for improvement. These findings led the author to explore literature related to 

effective professional development in order to conduct a collaborative program evaluation over 

eight months that studied ongoing efforts to improve the school’s EL program writ large. The 

findings of this study informed principles related this ongoing integrative work, including the 

importance of visionary leadership, continued training for chaperones as EL co-facilitators, and a 

focus on purposeful planning in collaboration. 

Keywords: Experiential education, experiential learning, professional development, 

curricular integration, educational travel, program evaluation 
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Executive Summary 

A growing number of schools prioritize experiential learning (EL) as a mode of pedagogy 

and practice. EL includes place-based learning, field trips, outdoor adventure education (OAE), 

and service-learning (Alon & Tal, 2016; Ateşkan & Lane, 2016; Furco, 1996; Michie, 1998; 

Neill & Dias, 2001; Powers, 2004; Tal et al., 2005). In “learning by doing” (Dewey, 1938), EL 

educators seek to make learning more meaningful for students.  

In most schools, teachers serve as the primary chaperones on school field trips and during 

educational travel. Indeed, in many cases, teachers-as-chaperones actually function as EL 

facilitators (Anderson & Zhang, 2003; Bogler, 2001; Tal & Morag, 2009; Zhang & Brundrett, 

2010). To be truly effective in such a role, teachers need training, and most never receive it. The 

benefits of having trained, prepared EL facilitators include more thoughtful learning experiences, 

increased student engagement (Ateşkan & Lane, 2016; Tal & Morag, 2009), and more student 

empowerment (Tal et al., 2014).  

Problem of Practice 

 The context of this study is an independent, 6-12 Jewish day school in a large city in the 

American Southwest: Kaplan Academy1 (hereafter referred to as “Kaplan”). The EL program at 

this school is extensive and includes multiple grade level trips per year. These trips include OAE 

experiences, service-learning opportunities, and culturally thematic experiences. Teachers and 

school leaders at Kaplan serve as trip chaperones and facilitators, and in recent years, have 

expressed growing concerns about the EL program writ large. These concerns included time 

 
1 “Kaplan Academy” is a pseudonym. 
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spent on these trips (over two-and-half weeks total time away from school, in some cases) and 

resources allocated (close to 10% of Kaplan’s operating budget each year). 

Factors Contributing to Problem of Practice 

 Initially, based on anecdotal conversations, I assumed that these growing concerns from 

teachers and leaders were based on a lack of knowledge of EL theory, best practices, and value 

to student learning. Additionally, I hypothesized that teachers may lack a strong sense of self-

efficacy vis-à-vis their roles as EL facilitators.  

Employing ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1976; Neal & Neal, 2013), two 

models were developed to illustrate the contributing factors to this problem of practice. In a 

nested model of systems, following Bronfenbrenner (1976), the environment of the teacher as the 

focal individual was described. This model indicated that there might be a variety of contributing 

systemic factors shaping a teacher’s experience and perception of serving as an EL facilitator, 

including other teachers, administrators, school budget and funding, the school’s vision and 

mission, and professional development (PD). This nested model was compared to a networked 

model, following Neal & Neal’s (2013) approach. This model illustrated the web of relationships 

that impact a teacher’s self-perception of their role as EL facilitator.  

In these two models, four important focuses, related to teachers’ experiences, became 

apparent: a teacher’s role as EL facilitator, teacher training and preparation, teacher perceptions 

and concerns, and a teacher’s relationship to visionary leadership and support. These areas were 

the focus of a literature review that would later inform a needs assessment at Kaplan. 

 The literature indicated that a teacher’s role as an EL facilitator can occur in many 

different settings. EL facilitators also wield a certain degree of power, and in practice, this power 

dynamic means that the teacher is the gatekeeper for meaningful student learning experiences 
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(Brown, 2002). How teachers facilitate EL opportunities varies, and Stan (2009) described the 

most effective strategy of EL facilitation as a part-of-the-team approach. Vernon and Seaman 

(2012) agreed with this finding and argued for a negotiated, collaborative relationship between 

teachers-as-EL-facilitators and student participants. Teachers also tend to perceive this unique 

role in terms of risk, and those more comfortable with risk were better able to empower students 

through EL facilitation (Stan & Humberstone, 2011). 

 Most teachers receive no pre-service training related to EL (Ateşkan & Lane, 2016), and 

many studies emphasized the need for this kind of prior experience (Anderson et al., 2006; 

Griffin & Symington, 1997; Tal, 2004; Tal & Morag, 2009; Tal, Levin-Peled, & Levy, 2019). 

Where teachers are given collaborative training and PD related to EL facilitation, they are better 

able to integrate classroom content, lead with confidence, and employ EL theory and best 

practices (Ateşkan & Lane, 2016). 

 The way that a teacher performs as an EL facilitator is influenced by their perceptions 

and concerns (Anderson & Zhang, 2003; Anderson et al., 2006; Ateşkan & Lane, 2016; Michie, 

1998; Storksdiek, 2001). According to the literature, often teachers are unclear about EL 

facilitation roles and responsibilities (Anderson & Zhang, 2003), and need to experience the 

benefit of EL for their own growth and development (Sibthorp et al, 2015). 

 School leadership is instrumental to the success of any school initiative, and the most 

effective forms of leadership in the EL context are typically collaborative and informal (Zhang & 

Brundrett, 2010). Leaders have the unique ability to facilitate targeted PD (Zhang & Brundrett, 

2010), to articulate the school’s vision for individual programs (Boerema, 2006), and provide 

needed administrative support for teachers as EL facilitators (Tal et al., 2019).  
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Context and Background for Program Evaluation Study 

Following a literature review, a concept map was created to illustrate the contributing 

factors related to the problem of practice. This map informed a needs assessment study designed 

and implemented at Kaplan. This study addressed four research questions and served to gather 

data in four related areas: how teachers understand and define EL at Kaplan, what concerns 

teachers have related to EL, how teacher perceive their level of preparation as EL facilitators, 

and how teachers view leadership and support given by administrators related to EL 

programming.  

This mixed method needs assessment study included a survey instrument and participant 

interviews. Data analysis revealed that EL is in fact an integral part of Kaplan’s educational 

program. Importantly, teachers indicated that they understood the value of EL for student 

learning, while also demonstrating basic knowledge of EL theory and best practices. Teachers’ 

primary concerns were related to the efficacy of the EL program overall and the need for more 

curricular integration. Specifically, participants in this study stressed three major needs: the need 

for vision and values related to EL at Kaplan, the need for more planning and intentionality, and 

the need for strong leadership to facilitate PD in EL best practices. Based on the needs 

assessment, a literature review was conducted to explore research on PD related to EL design 

and facilitation. Additionally, this literature review examined studies for evidence of curricular 

integration of EL themes and goals. 

Theoretical Framework 

The literature review was informed by Guskey’s (1986) model of the process of teacher 

change and Kolb’s (1984) EL theory. According to Guskey (1986), for PD to be meaningful to 

teachers, they need to see evidence of student learning outcomes. This finding aligned with those 
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in the needs assessment study, where Kaplan’s teachers expressed their desire for training and 

better integration in order to positively impact student learning. Teachers are also pragmatic 

about PD and are often looking for information and strategies that they can put into immediate 

use (Guskey, 2002).  

Kolb’s (1984) seminal research on EL theory underscored the iterative, four-stage cycle 

of learning by doing. In particular, Kolb (1984) stressed the need for reflection as a key 

component of EL activities. Effective PD related to EL should model pedagogical strategies that 

are being asked of teachers as EL facilitators. 

The literature review highlighted characteristics of effective PD, which can be defined as 

sustained, collaborative, best done in context, and focused on student learning outcomes (Avalos, 

2011; Borko et al, 2010; Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Furman Shaharabani & Tal, 

2017; Penuel et al., 2007; Wayne et al., 2008; Yoon et al., 2007). This review focused on the 

impact of PD on teacher learning (Fishman et al., 2003), on student learning (Yoon et al., 2007), 

and on teacher collaboration (Stoll et al., 2006). Moreover, PD that is long-term and sustained 

over time is more favorably perceived by teachers and better overall for students (Taitelbaum et 

al., 2008). 

Examples of PD that support EL were also reviewed. In training teachers to facilitate EL, 

PD can play an important role in giving positive first impressions (Girvan et al., 2016), 

cultivating reflective practice (Mathew et al., 2017; Stoll et al., 2006), and reinforcing the value 

of first-hand experience (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009). In a study that compared 

inexperienced teachersas-EL-facilitators to experienced ones, the researchers found that teachers 

with prior experience in EL facilitation practiced strategies that were more student-oriented (Tal 
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& Argaman, 2005). Consequently, these teachers were able to create more meaningful learning 

experiences for students in the long run (Tal & Argaman, 2005).  

Following this literature review, a collaborative program evaluation (Worthen, 1990) was 

proposed to study ongoing improvement efforts related to EL programming at Kaplan. In the 

form of action research, this study would both support and evaluate the design, enactment, and 

curricular integration by teachers as EL facilitators. 

Research Design & Methodology 

Informed by the research, this program evaluation study was designed to detect teacher 

engagement in EL design and enactment before, during, and after PD, document the integration 

of EL themes (emphasized on school trips) within classroom curricula and in alignment with 

Kaplan’s mission, and collect resources and analyze strategies for other teachers to emulate as 

part of the scale-up effort to improve EL at Kaplan in the future. Specifically, this study would 

address research questions related to process and outcomes. These research questions are listed 

below:  

RQ1. To what extent was the evaluation implemented with fidelity as planned?  

RQ2. In what ways did participants respond to the evaluation?  

RQ3. In what ways did participants as co-designers perceive the quality of delivery of the 

EL improvement program?  

RQ4. What changes, if any, to classroom curricula were made by participants, and were 

these changes consistent with EL theory as emphasized in the PD and/or reflective of Kaplan’s 

vision for EL programing?  

RQ5. What resources, if any, were produced by teachers to facilitate EL integration into 

classroom curricula?  
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RQ6. What principles for curricular integration emerged from the program evaluation 

that support the effort to improve the EL program writ large at Kaplan?  

Nine participants were partners in this collaborative program evaluation. Notably, one of 

the participants was the new senior level administrator tasked with overseeing EL at Kaplan. 

Following a logic model plan, data were collected over the course of eight months during the 

2021-2022 school year. The original plan had to be amended due to contextual changes because 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, the spirit of the original plan was honored, and this 

study represented over 25 hours of participant engagement. Participants in this study taught 9th, 

10th, and 11th grade students, and traveled on corresponding grade level trips during the spring 

semester. These week-long trips were informed by grade level thematic questions and were 

staffed by Kaplan teachers as EL co-facilitators. 

Data collected during this mixed methods study was both quantitative and qualitative, 

and included field notes from observations, responses to survey instruments, interviews, and 

artifacts. These data were analyzed in relation to three major constructs: teacher responsiveness 

to PD, curriculum and resource design, and best practices for curricular integration of EL. The 

analysis of minimal secondary data also informed this study. In following member check 

protocols (Murphey & Falout, 2010), this collaborative evaluation was perceived by participants 

as action research. 

Analysis of data was ongoing and included descriptive statistics of quantitative results. 

Qualitative data were analyzed for emergent codes and specific utterances were tallied for 

frequency. Observations were interpreted using a modified framework originally developed by 

Tal et al. (2014) that included three components: planning, pedagogy, and activity. Specific 

observations were then organized by subcomponents. 
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Findings and Discussion 

Integrated findings from this evaluation study were organized by research question. 

Despite the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, the study was implemented with fidelity. 

Participants generally responded positively to this study and emphasized their desire for more 

positive collaboration with colleagues, such as they experienced in this evaluation. This study 

was able to document specific cases of changes to classroom curricula and evidence of 

integrative efforts made by teachers. Some participants created resources related to the goals of 

this study, including lesson plans, unique EL student materials, and presentations.  

Three principles for curricular integration emerged because of this study: the need for 

ongoing leadership and vision, the need for ongoing targeted PD, and the need for collaborative, 

purposeful planning. These principles were in line with needs identified by teachers earlier in the 

needs assessment study. 

The findings of this study clearly indicate that in hiring a senior level administrator to 

oversee EL, Kaplan was able provide the leadership and support it needed to continue 

meaningful improvements to the EL program. This administrator facilitated processes that 

yielded the creation of grade level thematic questions and pillars of practice for EL at Kaplan. 

This visionary leader also implemented sustained PD around EL design and enactment, most in 

partnership with a nationally recognized EL organization.  

The ongoing improvement work continues to be most effective when it is collaborative, 

and this collaboration is what teachers at Kaplan are looking for. Such collaboration is centered 

around purposeful planning, where activities, lessons, and trips are intentionality designed and 

integrated within classrooms. 
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Conclusions and Implications 

 This study documented short-term and intermediate outcomes. Short term outcomes 

included participants’ increased knowledge of EL as a theoretical concept, participants’ 

increased knowledge of EL curricular integration strategies, and measurable changes in 

participants’ sense of self-efficacy related to EL improvement and integration efforts. 

Intermediate outcomes included finding evidence of integrated lessons and themes of EL trips 

within classroom curricula, and a PD presentation for faculty related to EL.  

 Overall, this collaborative evaluation study was meaningful for Kaplan teachers and 

leaders. It served as a model for future improvement work and underscored remaining needs and 

effective strategies. Implications for other similar schools include reinforcing the idea that 

visionary leadership in EL is effective in moving the needle toward progress, that training and 

first-hand experience for teachers as EL facilitators is critical, and that curricular integration of 

EL relies on purposeful planning. This planning should focus on front-loading experiences for 

students, scalable resources, contextual experiences for students and teachers, and opportunities 

for post-experience student reflection.   
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Integrating Experience: Supporting Teachers as Experiential Learning Co-Facilitators in 

their Collaborative Work to Design, Enact, and Integrate the Lessons of Experience within 

Classroom Curricula 

Chapter 1 

Experiential learning (EL) plays a significant role in the 21st century school experience. 

Since the foundational work of Dewey, “learning by doing” has been a hallmark of progressive 

American education (Dewey, 1938; Kloss, 2018). Piaget, too, in his work related to students and 

intrinsic motivation, noted that children learn best actively (Piaget, 1964; Wadsworth, 1978). EL 

takes many forms, including place-based learning, field trips, outdoor learning, outdoor 

adventure education (OAE), and service-learning (Alon & Tal, 2016; Ateşkan & Lane, 2016; 

Furco, 1996; Michie, 1998; Neill & Dias, 2001; Powers, 2004; Tal et al., 2005). These EL 

activities and programs are premised on the belief that cultivating student motivation and 

positive self-concept requires active, experiential participation by students. Though there is some 

debate about the relationship between student motivation and academic achievement, the 

correlation is decidedly a positive one (Affum-Osei, 2014; Tella, 2007). Kolb and Kolb (2009) 

have also demonstrated that EL supports student meta-cognition. On a deeper level, EL provides 

fertile ground for the realization of more meaningful goals, such as the development of character 

(Neill & Dias, 2001; Sibthorp et al., 2015), critical thinking skills (Jakubowski, 2003; Odom et 

al., 2014), and a concern for justice (Furco, 1996). 

EL facilitators, who are most often teachers, are critical to the efficacy of EL initiatives 

(Anderson et al., 2006; Brown, 2002; Griffin & Symington, 1997; Stan, 2009; Vernon, 2016). In 

many cases, teachers are responsible for leading EL experiences and must manage logistics, 

budgets, and curriculum (Anderson & Zhang, 2003; Bogler, 2001; Tal & Morag, 2009; Zhang & 
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Brundrett, 2010). When EL facilitators are not properly trained or supported, their perceptions 

and practice are impacted (Brackenburg et al., 1994; Griffin & Symington, 1997; Stan, 2009; 

Stan & Humberstone, 2011; Storksdieck, 2001). Teachers often have real concerns about EL, 

including anxiety related to preparation (Storksdieck, 2001), risk (Stan & Humberstone, 2011), 

finding class coverage during their absence (Mitchie, 1998), costs (Anderson & Zhang, 2003), 

and meaningful student learning (Tal et al., 2005).  

In contrast, when facilitators are prepared and empowered, the benefits of EL for students 

are clear. An empowered EL facilitator is confident (Anderson et al., 2006), reflective (Tal & 

Morag, 2009), and able to embody a variety of facilitative roles (Thomas, 2010). Benefits of 

empowered EL facilitators for students include enhanced understanding (Anderson et al., 2006), 

student empowerment (Tal et al., 2014), engaged learning in natural environments (Ateşkan & 

Lane, 2016; Tal & Morag, 2009), and the development of positive attitudes about self and 

community (Furco, 1996). Part of EL facilitator preparation must include a thorough 

understanding of EL theory and best practices (Brown, 2002; Neill & Dias, 2001; Rea, 2009; 

Sibthorp et al., 2015).  

Problem of Practice 

Independent schools have a unique degree of freedom (Boerema, 2006; Decoux & 

Holdaway, 1999; Shakeel & DeAngelis, 2017) and resources (Davies & Davies, 2014; Pizarro 

Milan & Davies, 2017) to prioritize and support EL. Kaplan Academy (hereafter referred to as 

“Kaplan”)1, a progressive, 6-12 Jewish day school in a large city in the American Southwest, has 

made EL a hallmark of its mission and curriculum. In fact, school leaders—including myself—

have devoted a significant portion of Kaplan’s operating budget (about 10%) to the funding of 

this EL program. Generally speaking, EL at Kaplan closely aligns with the definition of informal 
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learning, i.e., learning that is open-ended, experiential, social and primarily driven by student 

choice (Griffin & Symington, 1997; Rea, 2009; Tal et al., 2014; Zhang & Brundrett, 2010). 

Kaplan’s commitment to EL is exemplified by numerous field trips, weekend retreats, outdoor 

adventure trips, service-learning trips, cross-cultural exchange programs, and other 

extracurricular activities. Nevertheless, anecdotal evidence from my day-to day practice at 

Kaplan suggested to me that teachers at Kaplan had growing concerns related to the purpose of 

the EL program and its relevance and alignment to classroom learning. 

Teachers at Kaplan act as both EL leaders and co-facilitators. Those teachers who serve 

as EL leaders at Kaplan are responsible for planning, managing, and reviewing individual trips 

and activities. All teachers at Kaplan are also EL co-facilitators and are contractually required to 

travel two to three times a year with students. Some teachers travel more frequently than this. On 

these trips, teachers-as-EL-facilitators are required to collaborate with other teachers, share 

supervisory duties, participate in EL opportunities with students, and co-lead reflective activities.  

Originally, it seemed to me that despite their frequent engagement with EL, many 

teachers at Kaplan struggled to articulate why the EL curriculum existed and what student 

learning outcomes it supported. Some teachers, however, did seem to have a better understanding 

of EL at Kaplan. These teachers believed that, ideally, EL should cultivate student growth and 

maturity, reinforce critical thinking skills, and facilitate the development of a social justice 

mindset.  

In my previous informal conversations with teachers, few knew that EL is discussed in 

Kaplan’s student handbook. There it states that Kaplan’s EL curriculum contributes to making 

education meaningful and relevant to young learners because it inspires strong character, self-

motivation, confidence, and positive risk-taking. In the school’s philosophy of education, 
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published on the official website, EL is defined as action, reflection, critical analysis, and 

synthesis. The school’s specific goals and objectives for each trip and experience are 

inconsistent, however, and may change from year to year, depending on who is in-charge of 

planning and organizing each EL trip.  

Consequently, in recent years, a growing number of teachers at Kaplan began to express 

concerns about the EL program as it stood, with some calling for significant cutbacks, both in 

time spent and in resources allocated. Among the concerns teachers expressed were excessive 

time commitments, strained financial support, poor curricular alignment, lack of adequate 

preparation, and negligible overall student impact. Early on, I wondered if these teacher concerns 

might have been exacerbated by a general lack of knowledge related to EL theory and best 

practices and also by a misunderstanding of the themes and goals of Kapan’s EL curriculum writ 

large.  

Theoretical Framework 

The framework that aligns most usefully in grounding and delineating the scope of this 

dissertation study is ecological systems theory (EST). As originally articulated by 

Bronfenbrenner (1976), and later adapted and expanded by Neal & Neal (2013), EST has two 

related yet distinct approaches that allowed me to describe competing and complementary factors 

related to the perceived need of teachers to understand the theory, practice, and learning benefits 

of EL. 

EST: A Nested Approach 

 Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) were clear about the centrality of experience in a 

systems approach to understanding human learning and development. These experiences 



 
 

14 
 

crystalize in “the realm of feelings—anticipations, forebodings, hopes, doubts, or personal 

beliefs” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 796). These feelings 

apply to activities in which we engage… [and] are emotionally loaded… A significant 

body of research evidence indicates that such positive and negative subjective forces, 

evolving in the past, can also contribute in powerful ways to shaping the course of 

development in the future. (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, pp. 796-797) 

Bronfenbrenner and Morris’s (2006) person-process-context-time model similarly grounds the 

forces of proximal processes (i.e., reciprocal interactions) in human development to the active 

experiences of the focal individual, where meaningful engagement in EL actually takes place.  

Bronfenbrenner (1976) invoked a nested model of systems to describe the environment of 

the learner (p. 5). Though the nested model has its limitations, its value lies in categorizing 

successive levels of context that impact the focal individual. While the focal individual in EST 

models is typically the student or child (Bronfenbrenner, 1976), in the context of my problem of 

practice the focal individual is the teacher-as-EL-facilitator. Teachers, like students, are still very 

much learners. Just as surrounding environments influence students, teachers also experience 

their roles in the context of interactions with students, colleagues, administrators, and parents 

with elements specific to those proximal interactions. These relationships, i.e., teacher to student, 

or administrator to teacher, are microsystems in an EST model. One relevant example might be 

the relationships teachers have with field or museum trip guides, where they share reciprocal 

feelings of accomplishment and concern related to their facilitation of EL. Tal et al. (2014) 

highlighted such teacher-guide collaboration in a qualitative study on exemplary EL practices in 

Israel. After analyzing 62 field trips of students in grades 4-8, and conducting observations and 

interviews with participants, they found that effective teachers were actively involved in 
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planning and negotiation with guides, both acting as EL gatekeepers and mediators (Tal et al., 

2014). 

According to Bronfenbrenner (1976), the mesosystem is a “system of microsystems” (p. 

6). In this case, the mesosystem represents multiple interacting microsystems; for example, when 

the interactions between administrators and parents influence a teacher’s relationship with an 

administrator. When parents express concerns about EL programing to administrators, those 

concerns can shape decisions and directives issued by administrators toward teachers. Similarly, 

how administrators direct and coach their teachers impacts how teachers relate to each other and 

students in EL contexts (Zhang & Brundrett, 2010).  

The exosystem represents both formal and informal social systems that fundamentally 

delineate educational (or, experiential) opportunities for the focal individual (Bronfenbrenner, 

1976). In the case of EL, factors included in the exosystem might be school budget and funding, 

school vision and mission, curriculum related to EL, professional development, and pre-service 

teacher education. Teachers are impacted by all these factors, and rarely have the ability to shape 

the consequential decisions or parameters determined at the exosystem level. 

The macrosystem is a broad institutional and societal network of cultures and subcultures 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1976). Within this system, teacher perceptions and concerns related to EL 

design, enactment, and curricular alignment include their beliefs about what school is and means, 

generational characteristics and influencers, and social perceptions related to college readiness. 

Teachers, as members of society, may hold underlying beliefs about what constitutes an effective 

or normal education, and these beliefs may not include concepts, strategies, and practices best 

suited to EL.  
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Rea (2008), in a qualitative study on outdoor EL, found that teachers sometimes struggle 

to facilitate effective informal activities because they approach the experience too much like the 

formalized schooling they are accustomed to. A researcher in the United Kingdom, Rea (2008) 

criticized a governmental mandate on outdoor learning that attempted to overly formalize what is 

essentially informal learning. Participants in his study included children and teachers at a 

residential outdoor learning center in England. Rea (2008) gathered and analyzed ethnographic 

data, including lesson plans, publicity materials, written policies, interviews, site visits and 

observations, and informal conversations. He concluded that the government’s formalization of 

outdoor learning encouraged outdoor education centers to become increasingly similar to schools 

(Rea, 2008, p. 48). Rea (2008) found this especially problematic, as he argues that the power of 

outdoor learning lies in its informality. 

Teachers, like their students, also belong to particular demographic generations that may 

have unique or differing outlooks on EL. Hunter-Jones (2012) studied learner engagement with 

EL in three generations: X, Y, and Z. Specifically, she analyzed ethnographic data gathered 

between 1991 and 2010 to draw conclusions about generational impacts on EL. Using a formal 

learning log, Hunter-Jones (2012) gathered unstructured information on learner outcomes related 

to seven unique experiential learning projects. Among her findings, Hunter-Jones (2012) noted 

that a learner’s ability to benefit from EL may depend on their generational affiliation, and often, 

learners may be insufficiently equipped to know what to look for in EL. Hunter-Jones’ (2012) 

findings demonstrated a sliding scale of learner engagement in experiential learning for each 

successive generation. In particular, she described Generation Y as more individualistic, 

formulaic, and competitive. Many teachers today are Generation Y and, as such, may be 

threatened by the informality and unpredictability of EL projects (Hunter-Jones, 2012).  
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Finally, the chronosystem encompasses the passage of time and any attendant changes or 

consistencies that the focal individual experiences (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). In the problem of 

teacher perceptions and concerns related to EL design, enactment, and curricular alignment, the 

chronosystem relates to how teachers become increasingly familiar with EL over time, take on 

(or are given) greater responsibilities in planning and leadership, and develop a global 

perspective of the institutional EL curriculum in toto. Since the inception of the EL program at 

Kaplan almost 20 years ago, school leaders have modified, reorganized, and articulated the EL 

curriculum in a variety of ways over time. 

Beginning with the focal individual, the nested EST model articulated above is useful in 

visualizing concentric levels of context around the teacher-as-EL-facilitator. This model is 

illustrated in Figure 1 below. In the diagram, I have expanded each system, or level of context, to 

include a list of relevant elements, and represented the chronosystem as a dotted line along which 

the focal individual moves in time. 
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Figure 1 

Problem of Practice: Nested Model 

EST: A Networked Approach 

In a more recent development to EST, Neal and Neal (2013) questioned 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1976) nested model, arguing that networked systems better illustrate the 

relationships and influencing elements of environments surrounding the focal individual. The 

strength of the networked model lies in its ability to illustrate relationships between different 

microsystems. Interactions between microsystems form a separate mesosystem of relationships 

and their associated elements. In my context, teachers relate to a number of important EL 

stakeholders in a variety of microsystem relationships. Teachers-as-EL-facilitators interact with 

students, parents, administrators, trip leaders, and contracted EL facilitators. This web of 

relationships constitutes the mesosystem, and a networked EST model is helpful in 

conceptualizing and analyzing these interactions.  
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As mentioned earlier, some teachers in my context also serve as EL trip leaders. Both 

teachers-as-facilitators and teachers-as-EL-leaders are influenced by their level of training and 

preparation, their roles as EL facilitators, and their perceptions and concerns about EL. In 

addition, teachers-as-EL-leaders have a unique working relationship with school administrators 

vis-à-vis budgeting, logistical planning, and accountability. Furthermore, teachers-as-EL-leaders 

are influenced by their own concept of leadership, especially as it relates to developing and 

implementing PD related to EL for their colleagues.  

Not all stakeholders in this mesosystem relate to each other, as is made clear in Figure 2 

below, though teachers relate to all stakeholders in some way. Figure 2 illustrates the most 

relevant factors that relate to teachers-as-EL-facilitators, and those that relate to teachers-as-EL-

leaders. I will examine these emergent factors in light of the literature in the section that follows. 
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Figure 2 

Problem of Practice: Networked Model 

Literature Review 

The literature on EL is extensive. Educator, philosopher, and progressive reformer John 

Dewey was perhaps the first to articulate a vision for EL in contrast to traditional pedagogies of 

his day. In Experience and Education, Dewey (1938) described “progressive education as a plan 

of learning by experience [emphasis added]” (p. 26). In discussing the role of the teacher, he 

wrote that “when education is based upon experience and educative [sic] experience is seen to be 

a social process, the situation changes radically… The teacher loses the position of external boss 

or dictator but takes on that of leader of group activities” (Dewey, 1938, p. 58). Dewey (1938) 
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believed that the teacher is an active participant in EL and occupies a unique position of agency 

and responsibility in framing the interactions, activities, and communication experienced by 

participants. 

Role as EL Facilitator 

At the nexus of the EST model is the focal individual, which in this case is the teacher-as-

EL-facilitator. As mentioned earlier, while only some teachers in my context serve as EL-

leaders, all teachers at Kaplan are expected to act as EL facilitators. This facilitation role happens 

in a variety of settings, many of which may be novel and unfamiliar to Kaplan’s teachers. 

Teachers must therefore apprehend their roles as EL facilitators as those with “a peculiar [i.e., 

special] responsibility” (Dewey, 1938, p. 58).  

A qualitative study by Brown (2002) highlighted the special power dynamics that EL 

facilitators must consider. Participants in Brown’s study included nine teenage students and one 

group facilitator on an outdoor adventure trip from an independent boys’ school in Australia. 

Brown (2002) analyzed a group discussion in the round, conducted on a riverbank prior to a 

canoeing activity. His analysis focused on facilitator-student power dynamics. He discovered 

that the way students participated in EL (i.e., initiation-response-evaluation) was shaped by the 

leader, who he described as a gatekeeper (Brown, 2002). Initiation-response-evaluation is, of 

course, a traditional approach to teacher discourse, typically employed in formal education 

(Brown, 2002). Brown (2002) defined the role of gatekeeper as central, in that it created and 

limited opportunities for discussion, evaluation of student contributions, and production of 

shared knowledge.  

Stan (2009) extended the study above when she examined the role of facilitators in 

outdoor learning activities by deconstructing their interactions and strategies with students. Her 
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research was conducted at an outdoor learning center in rural England and involved 14 different 

school groups. Each group consisted of pupils aged six to 12 years old that were accompanied by 

two teacher chaperones, who often facilitated group activities. Group activities included 

problem-solving exercises, orienteering, and on-site cleaning work.  

Employing an ethnographic approach, Stan (2009) grouped her findings into three 

thematic categories: the detached facilitation approach, the controlling facilitation approach, and 

the part-of-the-team facilitation approach. Stan (2009) summarized the main characteristics of 

each approach to facilitation and discovered that the first two approaches negatively impacted 

student learning. Conversely, the part-of-the-team approach contributed to overall learning 

efficacy, as these teachers demonstrated balanced levels of involvement in the activities and high 

levels of flexibility and investment in the learning process (Stan, 2009). When facilitators placed 

themselves inside the group, they fostered a learning environment where participants felt 

affirmed and free to be themselves (Stan, 2009).  

Similarly, in their phenomenological study, Vernon and Seaman (2012) utilized an in-

depth interview approach to gather information from five veteran OAE participants. This 

information included data related to their life histories, details from various experiences, and 

reflections of meaning related to EL in the outdoors. The authors’ analysis emphasized that the 

role of facilitator as perceived by the participants is intrinsically collaborative and participatory, 

where co-instruction is best described as a negotiated relationship (Vernon & Seaman, 2012).  

 In a qualitative study conducted in a residential outdoor learning center in the United 

Kingdom, Stan and Humberstone (2011) observed 16 different visiting groups with students of 

primary school age (six to 10 years old). These observations were conducted in three phases, 

where small groups of school children stayed at the outdoor center for two and a half days at a 
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time. The authors collected ethnographic data, including notes kept in fieldwork diaries and 

transcriptions of semi-structured interviews of participants.  

In their analysis of the data, Stan and Humberstone (2011) demonstrated that teachers 

must be comfortable with a certain amount of risk that is associated with EL. They found that 

when teachers took a controlling approach to facilitating activities in order to manage the 

perceived risks (e.g., falling, getting hurt, getting lost, threat of litigation, etc.) their approach 

tended to result in the disempowerment of the students. Most teachers who were concerned about 

perceived risks were focused on students’ physical safety. Interestingly, Stan and Humberstone 

(2011) noted that most teachers they observed had no prior training or experience in outdoor 

education. Stan and Humberstone suggested there may be causation between the participants’ 

lack of experience with this type of EL, and the perceptions and concerns expressed by teachers 

in this study. 

Teacher Training & Preparation 

Teacher training and preparation are essential to the effective implementation of EL 

(Anderson et al., 2006; Griffin & Symington, 1997; Tal, 2004; Tal & Morag, 2009; Tal, Levin-

Peled, & Levy, 2019). In a seminal study on teachers and field trips, Michie (1998) specifically 

identified the need for greater teacher preparation and training. In a series of interviews with 28 

science educators, Michie (1998) employed an interpretivist methodology to draw conclusions 

about the influences on teachers who plan field trips. Among the most important factors he 

identified, Michie (1998) highlighted class size, budgetary concerns, administrative support, and 

training and professional development. Twenty years later, Ateşkan and Lane (2016) cited 

research demonstrating the continuation of this need, i.e., most pre-service teachers are not given 

training on how to plan or utilize field trips. Importantly, in their interviews with 32 pre-service 
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biology teachers in Turkey, the authors found that most respondents strongly agreed that their 

pre-service training positively impacted their own planning and preparation of field trips 

(Ateşkan & Lane, 2016).  

Numerous studies, especially those by Tal (2004; 2005; 2009; 2014; 2019) further 

underscore the importance of prior, pre-service experience to the efficacy of EL. The purpose of 

this experience-based training is two-fold, both to encourage a paradigm shift in the teacher’s 

conceptual framework (Tal, 2004) and to provide the pedagogical wherewithal to successfully 

implement EL (Griffin & Symington, 1997). Moreover, when pre-service teachers do receive EL 

training, their overall confidence in EL and in EL facilitation are boosted.  

In a qualitative study, Tal (2004) analyzed the action research project of one of her pre-

service teachers within the context of an environmental education course (taught by Tal). This 

pre-service teacher designed a field trip experience to learn about the wetlands of Israel’s Hula 

Valley for two groups of undergraduate students: one experimental group (11 pre-service science 

teachers) and one control group (13 pre-service teachers in other areas). Using an interpretative 

research methodology, the author reviewed data gathered from field notes, observations, 

interviews, and participant questionnaires. Both the author and the pre-service teacher who 

designed the study were especially interested in how participants’ views changed before and 

after the field trip to the wetlands. The study demonstrated a dramatic “paradigm shift” that took 

place for most participants in the experimental group, where their “naive conceptions” about 

wetlands were challenged through direct experience (Tal, 2004, p. 136-137). Additionally, the 

focus pre-service teacher herself came away from the experience more motivated and equipped 

to effectively make use of similar EL activities with her own students in the future. According to 

Tal (2004), this pre-service teacher’s project empowered her as an environmental educator. 
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Anderson et al. (2006) also studied the impact of field trip practicum experiences on pre-

service teachers. More specifically, the authors wanted to understand the importance of this 

experience on pre-service teachers’ pedagogy and beliefs about teaching and learning. Their 

qualitative study was conducted in a local aquarium in Canada over a three-week period. The 

authors gathered data from focus group discussions (both video-recorded and transcribed), 

written reflective pieces, and field observations. In their analysis of the data, Anderson et al. 

(2006) demonstrated that participation in the field trip practicum encouraged the development of 

a “holistic view of teaching” in these pre-service teachers (p. 351). Moreover, an unexpected 

finding by the authors highlighted the value of the cohort model, which helped participants 

develop their skills in collaborative modalities of teaching (Anderson et al, 2006). 

 In a related study (referenced earlier), Ateşkan and Lane (2016) examined the impact of 

pre-service training and field trip experience on current teachers who were alumni of Bilkent 

University in Turkey. Informed by research on the benefits and challenges of field trips, pre-

service teacher preparation programs, and field trip confidence building, the authors sought to 

investigate how persistent the effects of pre-service training were on their recent teacher 

graduates. Ateşkan and Lane (2016) collected quantitative data through an online survey, where 

participants answered Likert scale questions related to teaching experience, field trip confidence 

levels and pre-service preparation. The authors found that all participants agreed that the 

integration of field trip preparation in pre-service education was important. Specifically, the 

participants cited preparation related to curriculum integration and methods of teaching critical 

thinking (Ateşkan & Lane, 2016). The authors also identified a strong correlation between these 

pre-service experiences and a high level of confidence felt by teachers. Where teachers in their 
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study felt less prepared and confident was in areas related to logistics, transportation, and 

budgeting (Ateşkan & Lane, 2016). 

As referenced above, another factor highlighted in this literature was how educators 

perceive and practice alignment of EL with school curricula. In a mixed-methods study on 

teacher perceptions of field-trip planning and implementation, Anderson and Zhang (2003) 

surveyed 93 teachers who participated in a museum field trip. They utilized a three-item 

questionnaire and followed up with interviews and group discussions. In discussing key factors 

influencing the overall success of field trips, Anderson and Zhang (2003) found that teachers 

identified pre-planning/pre-lessons (33% of participants) and curriculum fit (22% of participants) 

as the most determinant of EL efficacy. Surprisingly, however, they discovered that “few 

teachers reported capitalizing on the field-trip experiences when back in the classroom, nor 

within the curriculum frameworks that were the justification for the field trip” (Anderson & 

Zhang, 2003, p. 8).  

As evidenced in the aforementioned study, teachers may demonstrate a discontinuity 

between articulated philosophy and pedagogical practice. Though the authors indicate that most 

teachers in their study consider field trips to be highly valuable educational experiences, they 

clearly do make full use of those experiences when planning or implementing classroom 

curricula. In part, this may be explained by the fact that these teachers indicated that they 

believed the museum they visited was responsible (in part or in whole) to provide at-venue and 

post-visit activities. This suggests that teachers may struggle to understand and demonstrate how 

an EL program supports classroom learning because they believe they are not responsible for 

facilitating that alignment. 
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Perceptions & Concerns 

A teacher’s understanding of EL is associated with their perceptions and concerns 

(Anderson & Zhang, 2003; Anderson et al., 2006; Ateşkan & Lane, 2016; Michie, 1998; 

Storksdiek, 2001). As described earlier in this chapter, Michie (1998) originally documented this 

correlation, tying teachers’ feelings of disillusionment with EL to their lack of training and 

administrative support. Anderson and Zhang (2003) identified discrepancies in teachers’ beliefs 

and practices related to EL. In a mixed methods study, they found that a third of teachers 

expressed their belief that museums were fully responsible for planning at-venue and post-visit 

experiences, when museum leaders thought otherwise (Anderson & Zhang, 2003). Moreover, 

though teachers reported that curriculum fit was the most important factor to planning and 

implementing a field trip, their pedagogical practices in the classroom did not align with these 

beliefs (Anderson & Zhang, 2003).  

In a similar study (referenced earlier), Anderson et al. (2006) found that only 23% of 

teachers reported that a successful field trip was one that connected to classroom curriculum, 

despite the fact that a majority of teachers believed that connecting to classroom curriculum was 

a primary motivation for the field trip in the first place. After analyzing their findings, these 

authors articulated four major implications, among which was communicating and collaborating 

with teachers prior to field trip experiences. Anderson et al. (2006) stressed that providing 

teachers-as-EL-facilitators with experience-specific training may have a direct impact on their 

perceptions and concerns related to field trips. According to the authors, the success of field trip 

experiences depends on “expectations, prior knowledge, and most importantly, teachers’ prior 

attitudes toward the setting of the field trip” (Anderson et al., 2006, p. 381). 
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Teachers, understandably, are also concerned about student learning in the EL context, 

and this concern may impact teachers’ overall effectiveness. Numerous studies have 

demonstrated that EL can foster student interest, goalsetting, self-regulation, meta-cognition, 

resilience, and empathy (Furco, 1996; Jakubowski, 2003; Kolb & Kolb, 2009; Neill & Dias, 

2001). Nevertheless, teachers may not be aware of these connections, and that lack of 

understanding can impact their perceptions and concerns about EL.  

A quantitative study by Sibthorp et al. (2015) examined the impact of OAE (outdoor 

adventure education) experiences on the capacity to regulate interest and goal direction (as a 

reminder, OAE experiences are…). Literature on experiential self-regulation formed the 

theoretical framework for the comparison of two quantitative studies by the authors. Participants 

in these studies included 47 college-age students enrolled in three OAE courses, and 77 college-

age students enrolled in courses at the National Outdoor Leadership School in Wyoming. In their 

first study, the authors utilized a modified version of the Experience Sampling Method to 

measure interest and goal-relevance. In their second study, they used the Personal Responsibility 

Orientation Self-Direction Learning Scale to collect data on four aspects of self-directed 

learning: initiative, control, self-efficacy, and motivation (Sibthorp et al., 2015). Both studies 

demonstrated greater optimal engagement and SDL growth for participants enrolled in OAE, and 

a measurable positive impact on participants’ perceptions of what is possible in a learning 

environment (Sibthorp et al, 2015). 

Leadership, Vision & Support  

In addition to an absence of teacher training, the ways in which teachers struggle to 

understand and/or facilitate EL may indicate institutional problems vis-à-vis school leadership 

and mission articulation (Boerema, 2006). Leadership includes both cultural (e.g., vision, design, 
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strategy, coaching, etc.) and structural (e.g., funding, logistics, training, etc.) aspects (Decoux & 

Holdaway, 1999; Zhang & Brundrett, 2010). In my context, leaders responsible for EL include 

school administrators, contracted EL facilitators (i.e., non-school personnel), and teachers-as-EL-

leaders. 

Zhang and Brundrett (2010) examined the perceptions and roles of school leaders in 

facilitating experiential leadership learning. Collecting qualitative data from 34 leaders in 18 

different schools in England, the authors noted that effective EL leadership was informal and 

collaborative (Zhang & Brundrett, 2010). Their methods included semi-structured interviews 

over a period of five months. Among their findings and recommendations, the authors stressed 

that to be effective, school leaders should support their head teachers. The authors believed that 

head teachers, with the support of school leaders, must be able to analyze and understand their 

local context in order to establish good working relationships with their staff. Furthermore, 

according to the authors, effective school leaders utilize and participate in practitioner research 

(Zhang & Brundrett, 2010). A deficit in the use of research by practitioners (i.e., teachers and/or 

leaders failing to utilize and create peer-reviewed scholarship), as cited by Zhang and Brundrett 

(2010), is a well-known problem in education (Williams & Coles, 2017). 

School administrators have the unique ability to shape the school’s vision for teachers, 

inspiring them to collaborate and ground pedagogy in best practices (Zhang & Brundrett, 2010). 

Vision and mission, especially, must be articulated in order to be fully realized (Boerema, 2006). 

How teachers are led influences their performance, self-efficacy, and job satisfaction (Bogler, 

2001). In the EL context, trip or program leaders (whether they be teacher leaders or contracted 

leaders) can shape teachers-as-EL-facilitators’ perceptions of their roles, responsibilities, and 
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successes (Bogler, 2001; Tal & Morag, 2009). This influence is often accomplished through 

targeted PD designed to support teachers prior to EL trips and experiences. 

Tal et al. (2019) studied the impact of PD on teachers’ views of inquiry-based learning in 

outdoor environments. Inquiry-based learning, much like project-based learning, is shaped by 

student choice and often experiential in its approach (Tal et al., 2019). The authors of this study 

developed three inquiry-based PD activities, designed to challenge teachers’ views of inquiry 

and enable them to experience and practice inquiry contexts, questions and methodologies. Four 

facilitators, including two co-authors of the study, led PD for 44 science teachers over two 

consecutive years. The authors demonstrated that teachers who participated in these PD 

opportunities were far more likely to develop complex views of inquiry-based learning, from 

34% before the PD, to 70% after the PD (Tal, et al, 2019, p. 9). Additionally, even though most 

teachers recognized the value of teamwork before participating in the study, few were able to 

provide cogent explanations. After the PD, most teachers (86%) were able to articulate the 

specific benefits of collaboration in the EL context. 

Interventions, such as those implemented by Anderson et al. (2006), Tal and Morag 

(2009), and Ateşkan and Lane (2016), point to specific strategies designed to better support 

teachers-as-EL-facilitators, and thereby implement a more meaningful EL curriculum. Tal et al. 

(2014) studied exemplary practices in field trips, categorizing their research findings according 

to three variables used to determine a program’s efficacy: context, pedagogy, and content. This 

qualitative study focused on five field trips carried out in different outdoor settings in Israel, 

including a mountainside, two nature parks, a historical monument, and an archeological site 

(i.e., context). In their analysis of data collected from 62 field trips, the authors defined high 

quality practices as those that included activity and action, teacher involvement, use of the 
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environment, and the use of the field trip as a social learning opportunity (i.e., pedagogy and 

content). As those broadly responsible for successful EL enactment, school leaders should focus 

on PD for teachers that is related to such high quality practices, such as those listed above. 

Concept Map  

In the literature review above, utilizing an EST framework (nested and networked), I 

highlighted three major underlying factors related to the teacher's role as EL facilitator: 1) 

training and preparation, 2) perceptions and concerns, and 3) leadership, vision, and support. The 

first and last factors are inputs that shape the role of teacher-as-EL-facilitator, while the second 

factor is bidirectional and co-influential. When a teacher is empowered in their role as an EL 

facilitator, their perceptions about EL may change and their concerns may be mitigated to a 

degree. Furthermore, they are more likely to engage in EL design and enactment in meaningful 

ways. Doing so creates a positive feedback loop, reinforcing and strengthening a teacher’s role as 

EL facilitator. Teachers-as-EL-facilitators who are empowered in this way are better able to 

facilitate the integration of EL themes and goals within classroom curricula, while also 

demonstrating alignment to the school’s mission. These relationships and outcomes are 

illustrated in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3 

Problem of Practice: Concept Map 

Summary and Rationale  

Though scholarship supports the notion that EL positively impacts student learning, some 

teachers may struggle to understand and articulate its benefits (Anderson & Zhang, 2003; Kolb 

& Kolb, 2009; Michie, 1998; Stan, 2009; Tal & Morag, 2006). Others may express concerns 

about the enactment and/or efficacy of EL (Michie, 1998; Stan & Humberstone, 2011). Where 

this is true, this struggle by teachers may be explained by a lack of training and preparation 

(Ateşkan & Lane, 2016), inconsistent or non-existent leadership support (Zhang & Brundrett, 

2006), and/or counterproductive teacher perceptions and concerns (Anderson & Zhang, 2003).  

Following this literature review, I believed that teachers’ hesitancy to facilitate and 

expand Kaplan’s EL program might be reflective of their concerns related to curricular 

integration of EL program themes and goals. To determine the accuracy of this assumption, I 

designed a mixed methods needs assessment study to investigate possible contributing factors to 

Kaplan’s teachers’ growing needs and concerns related to EL design, enactment, and curricular 
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integration. The findings from this study would guide my decision about where best to intervene. 

I recognized that teacher beliefs and concerns were not likely to change quickly, nor could 

“productive” beliefs be necessarily mandated. It could be that institutional paradigm shifts, 

where applicable, might turn out to be the long-term goal. Training and PD for teachers, on the 

other hand, would be actionable in my context with a small measure of support. Therefore, I 

determined to assess teacher needs for training and PD that had the potential to reduce teacher 

EL hesitancy and potentially increase engagement. My needs assessment study is the focus of 

Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2 

The previous chapter provided an outline of experiential learning (EL) as a concept, i.e., 

active, informal learning through direct experience. It defined my problem of practice as one of 

teacher perceptions and concerns related to EL design, enactment, and curricular alignment. 

Based on my own experience and previous conversations, I believed that teachers at Kaplan 

struggled to articulate and act on connections between EL and classroom learning. Based on the 

literature review in Chapter 1, it seemed to me that these teacher concerns might be attributable 

to three actionable factors: training and preparation, perceptions and concerns, and leadership, 

vision, and support. In setting out a theoretical framework, I utilized ecological systems theory 

(EST) to identify relationships between these factors, and thereby developed a conceptual 

framework for an exploratory needs assessment study.     

In this chapter, I explore the many ways in which my problem of practice has played out 

at Kaplan by collecting empirical data from teachers. After describing the context, I articulate the 

purpose of the needs assessment study, including my research questions. I also explain my 

methodological approach to data collection and analysis—including a review of my chosen 

instruments—and then discuss key findings and implications. This analysis and discussion 

clarify and slightly modify the problem of teacher perceptions and concerns related to EL design, 

enactment, and curricular integration, while also providing the impetus for a second literature 

review in Chapter 3 related to proposed program evaluation study. 

Background and Researcher Positionality 

Some three years before this study, Kaplan’s Head of School formed a Committee on EL 

to evaluate the school’s EL program and to make recommendations for improvement to the 

senior leadership team. At that time, I was a mid-level school administrator and a classroom 
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teacher, and I was asked to serve on this committee. Among the list of recommendations that we 

submitted to the senior leadership team in 2019 was one calling for a new administrative position 

to spearhead proposed improvements to the EL program. In the spring of 2020, as I was 

designing my needs assessment study, the school hired a Director of Experiential Education 

(DoEE) to start in the fall of 2020.  

At the same time, I was also promoted into a senior level administrative position—Head 

of Upper School—at Kaplan by the Head of School. This new position began immediately, and I 

assumed the responsibilities of the role in the late spring of 2020. I immediately reached out to 

the new DoEE, to share the goals of my research and she was eager to partner with me. It is 

important to note that at that time, the DoEE reported to the Academic Dean (and not to me) and 

served as a mid-level administrator and part-time classroom teacher. From the outset, I shared 

my theoretical framework, methodology, findings, and conclusions with the DoEE, and we spoke 

often about our common desire to improve EL at Kaplan.  

Context 

As discussed in Chapter 1, Kaplan was an independent, progressive Jewish day school in 

the American Southwest. During the 2019-2020 academic year, there were 547 students enrolled 

in grades six through 12. The teaching staff was made up of 59 professionals from a variety of 

backgrounds. The administrative staff included 15 people (including myself), with 

responsibilities over budgets, logistics, teacher supervision, and curriculum development. My 

needs assessment study was directed primarily at teachers who had experience facilitating and 

facilitating EL at Kaplan. 
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Purpose of Study 

Following a review of relevant literature (Chapter 1), I developed a conceptual 

framework that identified three contributing factors related to teachers-as-EL-facilitators’ 

understanding, enactment, and curricular integration of EL: 1) training and preparation, 2) 

perceptions and concerns, and 3) leadership, vision, and support. I designed my needs 

assessment study to investigate these factors in my context at Kaplan. In particular, I sought 

answers to the following research questions: 

RQ1. How do teachers understand and define EL in general and in my context? 

RQ2. What concerns do teachers have about EL in my context? 

RQ3. How do teachers perceive their level of preparation for and roles as EL co-

facilitators? 

RQ4. To what degree do teachers perceive administrative leadership and support as 

important to the success of EL in my context? 

Method 

In this section, I provide an account of the methods used to explore my research 

questions. I include details on participants, measures and instrumentation, and procedure, which 

includes methods of data collection and data analysis.  

Participants 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, all teachers in my context are required to participate in EL, 

including field trips and one week-long trip in either the winter (outdoor adventure) or spring 

(cultural/service-learning). Some teachers serve as trip planners and leaders, though most 
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participate primarily as chaperones. As in the previous chapter, I will continue to refer to these 

teachers-as-chaperones as EL facilitators.  

In soliciting participation for my needs assessment study, I invited all teachers at Kaplan 

to participate by email. I sent the email to an all faculty and staff list serve that included all 

Kaplan faculty and staff members (147 total recipients). Of the 59 total teaching faculty included 

on the e-mail list serve, 36 individuals completed the survey. This sample included teachers in 

both the middle and upper schools, and all participants indicated that they had participated in EL 

activities at Kaplan. Of these 36 participants (n=36), 34 (94%) were teachers and two (6%) were 

teacher-administrators. (Some faculty members at Kaplan serve as both classroom teachers and 

mid-level school administrators.)  

Though seven senior level administrators also participated in the survey, I chose not to 

include their responses in my data analysis, as my focus was exclusively on teacher perceptions 

or and concerns about EL. The administrators’ responses were distinct and interesting, especially 

in ways that they differed from those of teachers. However, as these findings were beyond the 

scope of this investigation, I decided to reserve these data for future study. 

Six people agreed to participate in follow up interviews by Zoom. These participants 

contacted the DoEE (as an honest broker) directly, who then sent the names of willing volunteers 

to me by email. Only five people were able to attend these Zoom interviews, as one volunteer 

had schedule conflicts and was unable to reschedule a time to meet. All interview participants 

were teachers, and two people had experience leading grade-level EL trips at Kaplan. 
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Measures & Instrumentation 

Constructs 

I designed measures and instrumentation to explore the three constructs that were 

identified in Chapter 1: 1) training and preparation, 2) perceptions and concerns, and 3) 

leadership, vision, and support. As indicated previously, teacher perceptions and concerns may 

be shaped by personal beliefs, concerns about student learning outcomes, and administrative 

support. Of particular interest to me were teacher beliefs related to teacher knowledge of EL 

theory and best practices, as well as teacher perceptions of the role of teacher-as-EL-facilitator. 

Multiple studies have demonstrated that teacher preparation and training shapes the method and 

efficacy of EL (Ateşkan & Lane, 2016; Furman Shaharabani & Tal, 2017; Tal & Morag, 2009). 

Similarly, the way teachers as EL facilitators are led and supported by administrators and/or EL 

leaders impacts overall outcomes. Theses constructs were explored in more depth as part of my 

needs assessment study. 

Survey Instrument 

Originally, I had planned to conduct an ethnographic needs assessment study, observing 

and documenting EL at Kaplan in real-time. In so doing, my approach would be similar to 

studies by Tal, Bamberger, and Morag (2005), Anderson, Lawson, and Mayer-Smith (2006), 

Stan and Humberstone (2011), Vernon (2015), and others. However, as I was designing my 

needs assessment study, the impact of the COVID-19 global pandemic led to Kaplan’s closure of 

in-person classes and cancellation of all EL in-person trips and activities. Given these 

circumstances, I decided instead to gather data remotely by way of an online survey instrument 

and interviews by Zoom. The use of a survey instrument was inspired by Anderson et al. (2006), 

Ateşkan & Lane (2016), Michie (1998), and others. 
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In May and June of 2020, I sent an anonymous, Google Forms survey to all teachers in 

my context. I designed the survey items myself, with items intended to provide data on my four 

research questions. At the beginning of the survey, I included a statement of purpose, described 

the format, and noted the survey’s confidentiality. Part I of the survey included two preliminary 

questions, requesting the participant’s role (teacher and/or administrator) and their experience 

with EL at Kaplan and in the past. (For the purpose of this study, I would only analyze data 

collected from self-identified teachers.)  

Part II of the survey included 15 Likert scale items related to EL in my context. Inspired 

by research by Ateşkan & Lane (2016), and grounded in my own experiences at Kaplan, I 

created items that aligned with the three factors mentioned earlier: training and preparation 

(questions 9, 10, & 13), leadership vision and support (questions 1, 6, 7, 8, & 12), and teacher 

perceptions and concerns (questions 2, 3, 4, 5, 11, 14, & 15). In Part III of the survey, I included 

four short, open-ended response questions to complement the quantitative data collected in Part 

II. (The full list of questions on the survey are included in Appendix A.) 

Interviews  

Employing a research method similar to that of Storksdiek (2001) and Stan and 

Humberstone (2011), I also conducted semi-structured, open-ended interviews with teachers in 

order to gain a deeper understanding of the survey data. I used question prompts that I created 

myself to begin each interview. From there, my conversations with teachers continued 

organically. Initial structured questions that I used included:  

- Is experiential learning a concept you are familiar with? 

- What is required of you as an experiential learning co-facilitator? 

- What has been your experience of experiential learning at this school? 
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I have included the full list of question prompts that I used during these interviews in Appendix 

B. 

Procedure 

Participant Selection Process 

Participants were directly recruited by me by e-mail using an “All Faculty” list serve. I 

was not able to see who opened or read my invitation email. In the email, I explained the purpose 

of my research and included a link to the survey instrument. In the first question on the survey, I 

asked participants to identify their role at the school, i.e., either “teacher” or “administrator.” As 

I indicated earlier, for this needs assessment study I would focus exclusively on teachers’ 

responses. I therefore eliminated participants from the study who identified solely as 

“administrator.” 36 participants remained, where 34 participants identified as “teacher” and two 

participants identified as “teacher” and “administrator.” 

In the same email, I requested volunteers for one-on-one and focus group Zoom 

interviews to be scheduled later. I directed all interview volunteers to contact the Kaplan’s DoEE 

directly by email. This administrator collected these emails, and randomly selected participants 

for my interviews. She then sent these names to me in order to schedule meetings by Zoom. I am 

not aware of how many volunteers contacted the DoEE. Though I am a division adminstrator and 

many participants would report to me within the organization, the use of the DoEE as an honest 

broker mitigated potential adverse power dynamics at play in this needs assessment study. 

Data Collection Methods 

I collected quantitative data for this needs assessment study from the survey instrument 

created by me using Google Forms and shared by e-mail with participants. Responses were 
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recorded over a 10-day period, between May 27, 2020 and June 5, 2020. I sent two reminder 

emails to all faculty during this time as well. I kept the data collected on Google Forms 

confidential and de-identified, and I stored all data electronically on Google Sheets within my 

personal Google Drive account. I collected qualitative data from open-ended survey questions on 

the same survey (see Appendix A). 

Interviews with teachers took place on July 1-2, 2020. I conducted these interviews using 

the Zoom video conferencing platform, and stored audio recordings electronically. I began each 

interview by reviewing institutional review board (IRB) protocols verbally. I emailed each 

participant a copy of the consent form and then used the screen-sharing function to review the 

contents of the form, before asking for their verbal consent. After receiving this verbal consent, I 

initiated each conversation by using questions from Appendix B. Conversations lasted between 

45 and 60 minutes. I conducted one one-on-one interview (with one participant, INT 1) and two 

group interviews (with two each, or four total group interview participants, INT 2 and INT 3). 

Data Analysis  

After collecting data (both quantitative and qualitative), I compared my findings 

following a mixed methods approach. This integrative approach involved organizing, analyzing, 

and presenting these data. 

Quantitative Data. I manually recorded data collected from the Likert scale items (on 

Google Forms) to a Google Sheets spreadsheet, where I was able to run calculations and make 

comparisons. I analyzed responses (n=36) with descriptive statistics, including means, medians, 

modes, and ranges (see Table 1 below). I also labeled each question with its corresponding 

construct and organized the table accordingly. 
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Table 1 

Needs Assessment Survey: Likert Scale Items  

Q. # Construct Likert Scale Item Mean Median Mode Range 

9 

Training & 

Preparation 

Teachers receive regular training related to experiential 

learning. 1.7 1 1 3 

10 

Training & 

Preparation 

I have prior experience (i.e., before coming to this school) as 

an experiential learning facilitator (or co-facilitator). 2.4 1 1 4 

13 

Training & 

Preparation 

My teacher training included practice related to the 

implementation of experiential learning. 2 1 1 4 

1 

Leadership Vision & 

Support Experiential learning is important to the mission of my school. 4.9 5 5 1 

6 

Leadership Vision & 

Support 

Administrators provide an important visionary role as it 

relates to experiential learning. 3.7 4 4,5 4 

7 

Leadership Vision & 

Support 

Administrators are primarily responsible for the logistical 

details related to experiential learning. 2.4 2 4,5 4 

8 

Leadership Vision & 

Support 

Teachers at this school are well supported in their planning of 

experiential learning activities. 4.1 4 4 4 

12 

Leadership Vision & 

Support 

I feel supported by the administration and leadership to 

successfully implement experience learning activities. 4 4 5 4 

2 

Teacher Perceptions 

& Concerns 

Experiential learning at my school supports character 

development in students. 4.6 5 5 3 

3 

Teacher Perceptions 

& Concerns 

Experiential learning at my school supports critical thinking in 

students. 4.2 4 4 3 

4 

Teacher Perceptions 

& Concerns 

Experiential learning at my school supports the development 

of a social justice mindset in students. 4.2 4 5 3 

5 

Teacher Perceptions 

& Concerns Experiential learning encourages student learning and growth. 4.6 5 5 2 

11 

Teacher Perceptions 

& Concerns 

Experiential learning supports my classroom curriculum in 

meaningful ways. 3.4 4 5 4 

14 

Teacher Perceptions 

& Concerns 

I feel confident as an experiential learning co-facilitator on 

school trips. 4.4 5 5 3 

15 

Teacher Perceptions 

& Concerns 

My experience(s) as an EL co-facilitator on field trips, 

retreats, winter trips, and/or spring trips has been positive and 

meaningful to me. 4.7 5 5 2 

Note: 1= false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat true, 5 = true  

 

Qualitative Data. Following Hseih and Shannon (2005), I employed both conventional 

and direct methods in my qualitative analysis of the open-ended survey questions and interview 

transcripts. I chose to begin with a conventional approach, looking for emergent (inductive) 
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category development. I felt it was important to get an overall and neutral sense of the data 

before applying directed methods. I imported data from the open-ended response questions from 

Google Forms to Google Sheets, using the automatic import function.  

As I read through each open-ended response, I highlighted key concepts and ideas, and 

labeled each with emergent codes. After reviewing the frequency of each code, I grouped each 

code under a major theme. I have illustrated this method in Table 2 below, where I have grouped 

emergent codes (related to the definition of EL) to a theme (“Outside the Classroom”). 

Table 2 

Coding open-ended responses for themes: Sample 

Theme Emergent Codes Open-ended Response 

Outside the Classroom doing, outside Learning by doing, usually outside of the classroom. 

Outside the Classroom outside, real world Taking learning out of the walls and into the world deepens 

understanding, offers real life vision, and makes meaning 

tangible.  

Outside the Classroom active, outside, 

relationships 

Having a meaningful educational experience through activities 

or interpersonal interactions outside of the classroom that leads 

to an increased depth of knowledge or understanding of a 

particular concept or idea. It can also be utilized to build 

interpersonal relationships and character. 

 

As for the one-on-one and group interviews, I met remotely with five teachers in total, 

over the course of three separate Zoom interviews. My participants were all upper school 

teachers, and had a variety of experiences related EL at Kaplan. All participants had experience 

facilitating EL at Kaplan, and only two participants had prior training in EL. The teachers that I 

interviewed taught in a variety of subject areas, including social sciences, mathematics, world 

languages, and Judaics (i.e., the study of Jewish cultural, spiritual, and ethical traditions). For 

clarity, I have numbered these teachers one through five (1-5). 
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After obtaining consent from my participants, I made audio recordings of each interview 

utilizing Zoom’s auto-record feature. I then imported these m4a audio recordings to Otter AI, an 

online program that auto-transcribed each file. On Otter AI, I identified each speaker and made 

minor formatting changes for clarity. Once complete, I downloaded each transcript in a DOCX 

format to my computer. Next, I reviewed each file and deidentified the data and deleted my 

utterances and those of the DoEE (who was also present for these interviews, at my invitation). I 

also deleted utterances that were not directly related to my questions (e.g., pleasantries, personal 

requests, etc.) and those that were essentially unintelligible fragments. Finally, I uploaded the 

transcripts to Google Docs, and then to Google Sheets for line-by-line analysis and review. 

Similar to the approach that I took in analyzing data from the open-ended responses, my 

first read of the interview transcripts employed a conventional approach (Hseih & Shannon, 

2005). I coded inductive (emergent) ideas and grouped those codes according to themes. My 

second pass over the data employed a directed method to qualitative analysis, where I validated 

my conceptual framework (Hseiah & Shannon, 2005). In the previous chapter, I established that 

three factors influenced teachers understanding and perception of EL: training and preparation, 

perceptions and concerns, and leadership, vision, and support. With these a priori themes in 

mind, I examined each transcript looking for examples of these indicators. 

Findings  

Quantitative Findings 

When grouped by corresponding constructs, the quantitative data collected from the 

survey evidenced clear trends. To distinguish affirmative belief in an idea or concept, I grouped 

responses in both the “somewhat true” and “true” categories. To distinguish disagreement with 

an idea or concept, I grouped responses in both the “somewhat false” and “false” categories. 
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Training & Preparation 

On the questions related to EL training and preparation, there was a clear trend. Most 

teachers indicated that they had little to no pre-service training (72%) or prior experience with 

EL (72%) before coming to Kaplan. At Kaplan, most teachers responded that they did not 

receive regular training related to EL (78%). 

Perceptions & Concerns 

As for the purpose of EL at Kaplan, most teachers expressed belief in the idea that EL 

supports critical thinking (86%), character development (94%), and the development of a social 

justice mindset (86%). Furthermore, most teachers agreed that EL supports overall student 

learning and growth (97%). As for their own comfort with EL, 86% of teachers responded that 

they felt confident as an EL facilitator. At the same time, only 53% of teachers indicated that EL 

supported their classroom curriculum in meaningful ways. 

Leadership, Vision, & Support  

All teachers expressed belief that EL was essential to the mission of the school. Some 

teachers believed that administrators played an important visionary role (61%). Participants 

answered similarly that they felt supported by administrators in the planning (61%) and 

implementation of EL (69%). Interestingly, only 28% of teachers believed that administrators 

were primarily responsible for the logistical details related to EL at Kaplan. 

Qualitative Findings 

The qualitative findings from this study were comprised of data gathered from the survey 

(SVY) and in the interviews (INT 1, INT 2, INT 3). In my analysis of the data, I found that both 
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quantitative and qualitative datasets complemented each other, and therefore I chose to blend 

these findings in this section. 

As mentioned earlier, teachers at Kaplan were fairly unified in their understanding of EL 

as a concept. Respondents to the survey defined EL as learning that takes place outside the 

classroom (56%), learning that is transformational for students (14%), and learning that is 

fundamentally kinesthetic (12%). One teacher put it this way: “I would say [that] experiential 

education is learning that happens outside of the four walls of a classroom, generally by doing 

stuff, and by talking about the stuff that's being done” (INT 1). Addressing the transformational 

nature of EL, another teacher shared that “it's all about the experience of getting out of your 

comfort zone, which I think is how people grow and learn” (INT 2). 

Most respondents to the survey described EL at Kaplan as trips and travel (61%), while 

others defined EL more abstractly as experiences that are meaningful for students (19%) or 

learning that is focused on building community (8%). One respondent described a particular set 

of experiences in the 8th grade year that illustrated these values: 

Standing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, we solidify our bonds and years of 

learning at Kaplan with a closing friendship circle, giving a tangible moment of unity. 

Participating in a theatrical performance of “The Diary of Anne Frank,” the 8th grade 

shares an experience of literature. This experience is echoed in our field trip to the local 

Holocaust Museum, where we concentrated our time on diaries of people who had 

experienced genocide. Nothing equals these kind of learning experiences. (SVY)  

The value of shared experience was important for many teachers at Kaplan. One teacher 

remarked, “I think that the community building component of experiential learning is probably 

the most significant part of the... experience right now—as we do it in practice, in reality” (INT 
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1). Interviewees emphasized trips and travel as the venue for these experiences as well. 

Participants mentioned outdoor trips, culture trips, international experiences, field trips, visits to 

museums, club meetings, Advisory (i.e., homeroom) activities, and community service projects 

as relevant examples.   

The value of EL to students was another clear trend, where respondents described EL as 

fundamentally meaningful and transformational. Many teachers used the Hebrew phrase tikkun 

olam (i.e., Heb. “repairing the world”) to articulate one of the core values of EL at Kaplan. 

Others described the school’s “Ten Commitments” as an underlying philosophy supported by 

EL. These commitments are signed by students each year, and include values related to respect, 

tolerance, and concern for others. One interviewee underscored this value when they shared their 

perspective as facilitator and trip leader over several years:  

I think [the purpose of this trip] was very clear when I started at Kaplan. And it shifted, 

depending upon what city we would go to. Some years we'd go to San Francisco, because 

that just made more sense. Other years, we'd go to Los Angeles because that made more 

sense. And we always had the idea of social action as the underlying theme for the 10th 

grade class in particular with that trip. And we would always have a community service 

component regardless of what city in California we were in. And if we were in San 

Francisco, we would especially connect with the Chicano movement, the LGBTQ+ 

movement, the community civil rights movements that happened there in Haight-

Ashbury, the hippie stuff, and free healthcare and all that. And there were some years 

where I thought, well, we really hit it on the head. Because right after we had that 

discussion, we went and visited a homeless shelter and saw how a California homeless 

shelter deals with that community... And there's a lot to compare and contrast and connect 
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with who you are and how you can give back to the world. And I think it was always an 

eye-opening experience for the kids being from a whole other state. (INT 2)  

Significantly, most respondents on the survey identified at least one of the values 

associated with EL at Kaplan (described in Chapter 1): social justice (13 participants), character 

development (13 participants), and critical thinking (4 participants). Though I was concerned that 

these directed questions may have influenced related responses on the survey, similar findings in 

my later interviews with teachers mitigated this potential limitation. 

All the teachers that I interviewed discussed the role of the EL facilitator at Kaplan, and 

as evidenced in the quantitative data, most teachers described their experience as positive and 

meaningful. A teacher who had worked at Kaplan for over a decade and participated in numerous 

EL opportunities, shared their own experience:  

Overall it's certainly been net positive for me. Just having different experiences with the 

students outside the classroom is certainly a plus. In terms of the actual facilitating, um, 

it's a little weird. You know, being a teacher, we—and I'm just speaking about the spring 

trips—basically get an itinerary the week before, and, you know, we have our 

assignments. So there's not a lot of, you know, creating a plan or really knowing what's 

going on before we even... get there really. So it is hard to facilitate in that sort of way. 

But I think program overall is fantastic and has a lot of great goals (INT 2). 

Among concerns related to EL, teachers who participated in the survey cited lack of 

curricular alignment (19%), missed opportunities for meaningful learning (19%), the need for 

greater leadership and support (14%), the needs for greater planning and intentionality (11%), 

and the lack of training and preparation (8%). Taken together, concerns related to student 

learning outcomes (i.e., lack of curricular alignment, missed opportunities for learning, need for 
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intentionality) represent half (50%) of the participants’ responses. One survey respondent 

connected these concerns in a response that was echoed by others:  

“[EL at Kaplan] could be better/more thoughtfully integrated and coordinated with 

formal curriculum. At present, the connections between the formal and experiential 

curriculum seem to mostly be the product of teacher initiative to select and align formal 

instruction with experiential education programming. The alignment is better at some 

grade levels than others. The 7th and 8th grade curricula seem to be more tightly aligned 

with their travel programs. In the high school, it is unclear how the outdoor trips tie into 

on-campus learning, and there is a lot of potential, perhaps unrealized, in the culture 

tiyulim [trips]” (SVY).  

Interestingly, 14% of survey respondents had no concerns about the EL program as it was at 

Kaplan.  

All interview participants shared concerns related to the efficacy of EL, and most 

elaborated on the trends referenced earlier. Most shared that they were concerned that EL at 

Kaplan is not as meaningful for students as it could be. These participants also referenced the 

importance of aligning EL to the institutional vision, connecting and supporting school values, 

and the need for greater planning and intentionality. Leadership and support represented an 

important trend as well. One survey respondent referenced the recent addition of the DoEE to the 

Kaplan team : “With all that teachers have to do on a day to day basis, the planning of activities 

can sometimes feel thrown together... Having a dedicated person [i.e., the new DoEE] to oversee 

the experiential learning program will hopefully yield some new and exciting ideas for content 

and experiences” (SVY). Four of the five teachers that I interviewed also discussed issues related 
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to need for greater leadership and support, including financial support. One teacher in 

commenting on their role as a trip leader, shared frustrations related to compensation:  

I do feel super upset that we have some teachers in the past and maybe still who are 

supposed to be planning culture trips and are not getting appropriate stipends. I wish the 

school would just say, look, you get [some] amount of money assigned to you because 

you do this trip. And I think that might go back to whatever conversation we're going to 

be having about cultivating facilitators at school. (INT 2) 

Discussion 

It was clear from this needs assessment study that EL plays a pivotal role in the 

educational experience at Kaplan. Though initially, I had assumed that teachers did not 

understand the purpose of EL, these findings indicated otherwise. Teachers, in fact, did 

recognize the importance of EL both to student engagement in learning (Kolb & Kolb, 2009; 

Sibthorp et al., 2015), and to the progressive mission of Kaplan. Furthermore, teachers were able 

to define EL as a concept and agreed that EL supports Kaplan’s institutional vision for character 

development, critical thinking, and the development of a social justice mindset. Most 

importantly, teachers understood that they have agency and responsibility in making EL 

meaningful for students (Brown, 2002; Dewey, 1938; Stan, 2009). According to this needs 

assessment study, teachers’ primary concerns vis-a-vis EL at Kaplan related to the efficacy of its 

implementation and the overall relevance to student learning. Essentially, this needs assessment 

strongly suggests that it was because teachers care so much about EL at Kaplan that they wanted 

to see it better supported and improved. 
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Vision & Values 

Many teachers discussed the need for a clear vision for EL at Kaplan, and one that is tied 

to institutional and community values. One teacher wrote, “Sometimes (not always) the message 

is lost on the kids. I think in some cases we need to do a better job of making the mission (the 

“why”) clear to the students” (SVY). One teacher elaborated on this concern, sharing insights 

gleaned from over a decade working at Kaplan: 

I don't think [the vision for EL is] written. It's, you know, sadly because of the structure 

of the programs that we've put in place—the kind of the assumptions that people have 

about that, or their intuition about what those programs are supposed to be, or the 

tradition of what those programs are and what they're supposed to look like, as they've 

been passed from one [trip] coordinator to another... You know, every time you have to 

offer curriculum to somebody... some things get kept, and some things get changed, or 

lost. (INT 1) 

According to this teacher, as EL trips are passed from one teacher leader to the next, in the 

absence of an articulated vision or formalized goals and objectives, the fundamental nature of 

each trip changes. This teacher believes that such programmatic drift is detrimental to the overall 

experience of EL at Kaplan, and often represents a loss. 

Planning & Intentionality 

Teachers understood that for EL to be truly meaningful for students, trips and other off-

campus experiences must be designed and planned with intentionality. This kind of planning 

takes time and structure and is often haphazard at best at Kaplan. One teacher summarized their 

own understanding and experience of this reality: 
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I think depending on what trip you are, it goes back to the planning. What is our end 

goal? Do we need to worry about having everybody go to New York [i.e., the 11th grade 

cultural trip], and some people, some of our teachers never having used a Metro card? It 

sounds silly, but maybe you take five minutes in your training before New York... let's 

look at the subway lines, let's learn about what happens when you get lost... and if that 

just means an overall general training of each trip for, you know, an hour or two before 

we start planning or after we plan the activities or even during that process. I think that's 

it's a pretty critical piece. Because most the time it's just one person coordinating... maybe 

we need to spend a little bit more elaboration walking through [the experience]. (INT 3) 

Not only did this teacher describe their experience on a trip that lacked sufficient preparation, but 

they also referenced a concept that was discussed in the previous chapter: teacher attitudes 

toward risk. As referenced earlier, Stan and Humberstone (2011) demonstrated that how 

teachers-as-EL-facilitators manage risk in a given EL context will impact their general 

perceptions of that experience. For this teacher, part of the reason that planning and intentionality 

are important to the design of EL trips at Kaplan is to make those experiences more safe for 

students. 

Some teachers who participated in the needs assessment study also emphasized the lack 

of intentionality in aligning EL with classroom learning. According to the literature review, 

teachers consistently recognize the importance of EL to student learning, but when those 

experiences are disconnected from classroom curriculum (Anderson & Zhang, 2003; Anderson et 

al., 2006), teachers may experience frustration. As one teacher put it, “I wished the experiential 

learning curriculum was clearly articulated school wide and the connections between grade 

levels emphasized” (SVY). Another teacher remarked bluntly, “[EL] does not tie into classes or 
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directly impact beyond the trip” (SVY). As mentioned earlier, though teachers often recognize 

the value of EL, they are less likely to plan or enact pre-/post-experience activities that would 

positively impact overall efficacy (Anderson et al., 2006; Storksdieck, 2001; Tal et al., 2005). 

Leadership & Professional Development 

Some teachers recognized that to be successful, EL at Kaplan was in need of focused 

leadership. As discussed in Chapter 1, effective leadership can shape teachers’ self-efficacy and 

overall performance (Bogler, 2001). Many teachers expressed relief and excitement that Kaplan 

had recently hired a new DoEE. According to teachers, in addition to articulating the vision for 

EL, the DoEE should also be responsible for planning targeted trainings and professional 

development (PD) opportunities for teachers. In their responses, they demonstrated their 

understanding that training and PD can positively impact EL, which is consistent with the 

literature (Anderson & Zhang, 2003; Ateşkan & Lane, 2016; Michie, 1998; Tal, 2004; Tal & 

Morag, 2009; Tal, Levin-Peled, & Levy, 2019). One teacher shared these sentiments in detail:  

I do know that some teachers aren't as comfortable with the more emotional components 

of these trips and talking about certain subjects with kids. And I think that's part of why 

we started to diminish the amount of meetings we had [in] Advisory [i.e. homeroom] 

groups... I remember hearing often [from] teachers, even in big meetings... saying that 

they didn't personally feel that they were equipped with the right tools to talk about 

emotional things with their students, or whatever it was that felt not so academic. But I 

think we need to find a way for everybody to feel comfortable with that sort of thing 

because that's always going to be a component of our experiential learning, right? That is 

whole-child education. You can't educate a whole kid without talking about who they are 

emotionally, mentally--related to their wellness. So I think maybe more professional 
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development opportunities that get people comfortable... with the notion of having those 

kinds of conversations, allowing them to become more skillful at it or just comfortable 

period. (INT 3) 

This teacher clearly identified the need for training and preparation at Kaplan, especially related 

to social-emotional learning in EL contexts. As discussed earlier, teachers-as-EL-facilitators 

often function as gatekeepers to students’ critical thinking and emotional growth during these 

experiences (Brown, 2002; Stan, 2009). Furthermore, what this teacher articulated is another 

type of perceived risk, i.e., the fear of mishandling a serious emotional conversation with a 

student. How teachers-as-EL-facilitators perceive risk will impact both their own perceptions and 

experiences, as well as overall student learning (Stan & Humberstone, 2011). 

Conclusions and Implications 

According to the findings of this needs assessment study, teachers at Kaplan did not need 

to be told that EL represents meaningful student learning. These findings did indicate, however, 

that there was a need for targeted PD related to EL design, enactment, and curricular integration 

at Kaplan. In spite of the fact that EL has always been such a significant part of the “Kaplan 

Difference,” most teachers indicated that they had little to no related training or practice. 

Specifically, according to this study, Kaplan teachers expressed a need for PD focused on how to 

integrate classroom curricula with EL programming and better effectuate meaningful student 

learning. They also indicated that they needed visionary leadership to design, guide and support 

this PD. Teachers clearly recognized these needs at Kaplan, and based on their responses in the 

needs assessment, I anticipated that they would be receptive to any future PD related to EL.  

Based on the conclusions from this needs assessment study, in Chapter 3 I review 

literature related to effective PD that supports teachers in the design and facilitation of EL. I also 
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analyze studies where PD participants identify meaningful EL pedagogies, demonstrate best EL 

practices, and integrate EL themes and goals into classroom curricula. The literature review in 

Chapter 3 ultimately informs the design of my proposed program evaluation, which is discussed 

in more detail in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 3 

In the previous chapter, I described my needs assessment study, reviewed significant 

findings, and discussed important implications. Though originally I believed that teachers at 

Kaplan struggled to understand and demonstrate how an experiential learning (EL) program 

supported the school’s mission, the findings of my needs assessment indicated that teachers do in 

fact comprehend the purpose and value of EL for students. They also believe that EL has 

potential to support Kaplan’s core values. According to my participants, Kaplan’s EL program is 

in need of improvements related to experience design, enactment, and curricular integration.  

Teachers at Kaplan ascribed the problem articulated above to a number of contributing 

factors, including the need for visionary leadership, the lack of intentionality in planning and 

facilitation, and the need for additional training and professional development (PD) related to 

EL. Many teachers were glad that during the period of my needs assessment study, Kaplan 

addressed the leadership issue by hiring a Director of Experiential Education (DoEE). This new 

administrator’s primary task was to systematically facilitate evaluative and improvement efforts 

related to the EL program at Kaplan. Significantly, a majority of teachers who participated in the 

needs assessment indicated that they had little to no training or practice with EL, and many 

stressed the importance of targeted PD to fully realize the potential of EL trips. Many teachers 

described these EL activities and trips as missed opportunities for student learning. 

 In this chapter, I provide a literature review of studies related to effective PD, and 

examine research done on PD designed to support EL in particular. To guide this effort, I 

referenced a theoretical framework informed by Guskey’s (1986) model of teacher change and 

his work on meaningful PD, and also informed by Kolb’s (1984) EL theory. 
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Theoretical Framework 

My theoretical framework for this literature review was influenced by the work of two 

researchers: Thomas Guskey and David Kolb. Guskey’s (1986) model of the process of teacher 

change is a useful tool in defining and describing effective PD, while also identifying signs of 

teacher engagement and growth. Kolb’s (1984) EL theory and related concepts such as the Kolb 

cycle have influenced studies on EL for over thirty years. The work of both researchers served to 

frame my literature review and subsequent collaborative program evaluation design in Chapter 4. 

Guskey’s (1986) Model of the Process of Teacher Change 

 According to Guskey (2002), PD programs are “systematic efforts to bring about change 

in the classroom practices of teachers, in their attitudes and beliefs, and in the learning outcomes 

of students” (p. 381). It was Guskey (1986) who pointed out that in order for PD to be effective, 

program leaders must take into account teacher motivations and the process of teacher growth 

(i.e., teacher learning). Teachers tend to be pragmatic about PD and expect to come away from a 

training with concrete, practical ideas related to instruction (Fullon & Miles, 1992).  

For most teachers, PD is a means to enhancing student learning outcomes: “What attracts 

teachers to professional development... is their belief that it will expand their knowledge and 

skills, contribute to their growth, and enhance their effectiveness with students” (Guskey, 2002, 

p. 382). This concurs with the findings of my needs assessment study where a majority of 

teachers indicated that student learning was their primary concern, and that EL-related training 

and PD were a necessary remedy. Guskey (1986) stressed that it is important to capitalize on 

teacher motivations when designing PD programs. Kaplan’s teachers are motivated to enhance 

student learning through making better use of EL activities and trips. 
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In addition to focusing on teacher motivation, Guskey (2002) also emphasized that 

effective PD should take into account teachers’ perceptions of PD together with the process of 

their growth: “the crucial point is that it is not the professional development per se, but the 

experience of successful implementation that changes teachers’ attitudes and beliefs” (Guskey, 

2002, p. 383). As with teacher motivation, Guskey (1986) found that for teachers to experience a 

change in their attitudes and beliefs—and to demonstrate engagement—teachers must see 

evidence of improvements in student learning. In his model of the process of teacher change, 

Guskey (1986) captured this reality by describing a causal relationship between teacher 

professional growth and student learning outcomes.  

Guskey’s (1986) model is a valuable framework for assessing the efficacy of any PD and 

will be particularly helpful in my own context. According to my findings, teachers at Kaplan 

seemed to understand that what was missing from the EL program was both attention to and 

evidence of student learning. Were they to see such evidence, in all likelihood, their other 

concerns regarding EL might be mitigated as well. Student learning, then, is the linchpin of any 

meaningful PD designed to support EL. 

Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Theory 

Learning experientially has been the subject of a great deal of research, and Kolb (1984) 

has been a leading voice in this body of research. Kolb (1984) described his experiential learning 

theory (ELT) as a cycle where a learner learns how to learn. Within this four-stage cycle, 

learners experience concrete realities, reflect on what they have observed, conceptualize 

experiences abstractly, and engage in active experimentation. According to ELT, learners grasp 

and transform their experiences through an iterative process. Though this model is not without its 
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critics, Kolb’s (1984) thinking about EL continues to be relevant to contemporary research 

(Girvan et al., 2016). 

Teacher learning is no different in this regard from student learning. Any PD related to 

EL should take the teacher’s learning into account as well. Following Darling-Hammond and 

Richardson (2009), Furman-Shaharabani and Tal (2016) recognized that “teaching in ways one 

has not experienced is almost impossible” (p. 1032). To some extent, the intentionality and 

curricular alignment that Kaplan’s teachers were looking for should be within their power to 

execute. With the right training and preparation, following Guskey’s (1986) model of teacher 

change, PD designed with EL theory in mind may help teachers-as-EL-facilitators to design and 

enact meaningful EL for students, as well as integrate the themes and goals of the EL program 

within their classroom curricula. 

Program Evaluation Literature Review 

This literature review is organized in two sections. In the first section, I address and 

review characteristics that define effective PD. In the second section, I cite examples of effective 

PD related to EL, with a focus on each authors’ methodology. I also discuss relevant studies 

throughout and do so within the framework of seminal theories, including Guskey’s (1986) 

model of the process of teacher change and Kolb’s (1984) ELT. Finally, I consider these studies 

in light of what is feasible at Kaplan and consistent with program improvement. 

Characteristics of Effective Professional Development 

Borko (2004) discussed the state of PD at the turn of the millennium and emphasized at 

that time that PD “currently available to teachers [was] woefully inadequate” (p. 3). Nearly a 

decade later, her appraisal of the situation in the United States had changed little (Borko et al., 

2010). Its potential limitations notwithstanding, a great deal of research has been conducted in 
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recent decades on what defines effective PD (Avalos, 2011; Penuel et al., 2007; Wayne et al., 

2008).  

There is widespread agreement that high-quality teacher professional learning is long-

term, collaborative, contextual, and focused on students’ learning (Avalos, 2011; Borko et al, 

2010; Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Furman Shaharabani & Tal, 2017; Penuel et al., 

2007; Wayne et al., 2008; Yoon et al., 2007). Over the last three decades, there has been a 

significant shift in attitudes about teacher learning and PD, where “one shot workshops” are now 

generally regarded as ineffective (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Wayne et al., 2008). 

In their meta-analysis, Wayne et al. (2008) studied current research on PD. Though they found 

consensus around what defines effective PD, they found little evidence of specific features 

typical to PD that directly impacts student achievement. Nevertheless, it did appear to Wayne et 

al. (2008) that effective PD is typically sustained and intensive, and it may be more meaningful 

when administered more frequently. Avalos (2011), too, in her analysis of multiple recent studies 

on PD, found that effective programs are ongoing and sustainable over time, and should “provide 

the opportunity for teachers to engage in cycles of experimentation and reflection” (p. 550).  

In another meta-analysis of contemporary studies related to effective PD, Borko et al. 

(2010) sought to define and describe high-quality PD in theory and in practice. These authors 

compared six general studies, selected by them to represent leading research in the field and span 

a long period of time. Borko et al. (2010) pointed out that more often than not, teachers “are 

being asked to teach in ways substantially different from how they were taught or how they 

learned to teach” (p. 550). Consequently, the authors found that it is important that PD programs 

include the modeling of instructional strategies with active engagement of teachers. They also 

highlighted professional collaboration as a central focus of meaningful PD and stressed that PD 
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should be designed with long-term sustainability in mind. Borko et al. (2010) stressed that with 

intentionality, PD can have a positive impact on teacher learning and motivation. Finally, the 

authors acknowledged that clearly PD should focus on student learning outcomes, but that a 

significant limitation of their study (and many others) was that they were not able to provide 

evidence of student learning to support claims of PD effectiveness.  

Focus on Teacher Learning 

According to Borko (2004), in order to understand teacher learning, one must take into 

account “both the individual teacher-learners and the social systems in which they are 

participants” (p. 4). PD is increasingly associated with constructivist and situative theories, 

where teacher learning is grounded in classroom practice (Borko et al., 2010). Wayne et al. 

(2008) found that effective PD should be designed with two theories in mind: the theory of 

instruction, and the theory of teacher change (Wayne et al., 2008).  

Avalos (2011), in her review of journal publications over a 10-year period, synthesized 

the literature on PD around themes: professional learning, facilitation and collaboration, factors 

influencing PD, and effectiveness of PD. She focused on nine comparative studies in particular, 

finding that meaningful teacher learning is reflective, contextual, complex, and collaborative 

(Avalos, 2011).  One of the articles that Avalos (2011) reviewed was a study by O’Sullivan 

(2002), where action research was a significant strategy employed by teachers engaged in 

reflective improvement cycles as part of in-service education and training. The action research 

cycle has been practiced and defined by many, including Elliot (1991) who describes this cycle 

as having four steps: planning, action, monitoring, and reflection. O’Sullivan (2002) found that 

by engaging teachers in active learning and reflection of their own learning, she was able to 

document observed improvements in teaching practices. Relatedly, according to Avalos (2011), 
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effective PD is fundamentally transformational, where teachers are “learning how to learn” (p. 

10). This focus on reflective, transformational teacher change aligns with Guskey’s (2002) model 

of the process of teacher change. 

Fishman et al. (2003) explored the impact of PD on teacher learning. In their model of 

teacher learning, they focused on changes in a teacher’s knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes, which 

in turn impact the acquisition of new pedagogic skills and processes (Fishman et al., 2003). 

These authors employed an iterative methodology to study the efficacy of PD related to 

systematic science education reform in the Detroit Public Schools. Participants included over 40 

middle school science teachers from two public schools over a 2-year period. Following each PD 

session, the researchers collected data using a survey-based instrument, focus-group interviews, 

and observation notes focused on teacher participation and engagement. They followed up with 

classroom observations of teachers, where they looked, in particular, for evidence of enactment. 

In their analysis of the data, the researchers found evidence of “substantial improvement in both 

teacher learning and subsequent student performance” (Fishman et al., 2003, p. 655). Though 

their findings were compelling, Fishman et al. (2003) acknowledged that more research was 

needed over the long-term and in different contexts to better understand teacher and student 

learning related to PD. 

Following Fishman et al. (2003) and Borko (2004), Darling-Hammond and Richardson 

(2009) studied meaningful teacher learning using a mixed methods approach. They too 

emphasized that PD which positively impacts student learning is sustained, coherent, and 

focused (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009). The authors compared approaches to PD in 

two schools, where one school followed the old paradigm and the other, the new paradigm. In 

the first school, 9th grade students were achieving low scores in mathematics. To address this 
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concern, the principal brought in experts for a two-day PD on teaching strategies related to math 

instruction. This traditional, expensive singular workshop approach was ineffective in the long 

run. Though most teachers indicated during post-PD interviews that they would use content and 

strategies in the coming weeks, when they gathered again some months later, most teachers 

admitted that they had done little with the material.  

In contrast, at the second school in Darling-Hammond and Richardson’s (2009) study, 

both the principal and the teachers approached professional learning quite differently. After a 

majority of low-income students was found to be at below-average reading levels, teachers at an 

elementary school met monthly with two institutional coaches and six trained teacher-leaders 

throughout the year. Furthermore, the principal redesigned the school schedule to allow teachers 

to meet together once a week in professional learning communities (PLCs). Teachers spent an 

hour together each week, sometimes receiving help from coaches and outside consultants. Using 

inquiry cycles to guide their conversations, these teachers posed problems of pedagogy and 

practice, and solved them together. By the next year, low-income student achievement in reading 

had dramatically improved. According to the researchers, this improvement was due in large part 

to the sustained, collaborative approach to PD. This study supports similar studies that have 

stressed the importance of PD sustainability and collaboration (Avalos, 2011; Wayne et al., 

2008). 

James and McCormick (2009) studied teacher learning through a project called Learning 

How to Learn in Classrooms, Schools, and Networks (LHTL). From 2001 to 2005, the LHTL 

project team worked in both primary and secondary schools in England to analyze practices 

associated with the process of teacher learning. Their methodology involved collecting and 

analyzing quantitative and qualitative data, including surveys, performance data from national 
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databases, video recordings of classroom instruction, observations, and interviews. For this 

study, the researchers videotaped 27 lessons as part of field observations of 41 teachers from 20 

different schools over a four-year period. They also surveyed over 1200 teachers from 32 

schools, collecting data on teaching practices and values. According to the authors, learning 

autonomy is defined as learners taking responsibility for their learning by developing strategies 

independently and collaboratively (James & McCormick, 2009).  

Following their study, James and McCormick (2009) proposed a logic model of linked 

factors, where students’ academic achievement was corollary to teachers’ beliefs about learning. 

Interestingly, their model differs from Guskey’s (1986) discussed earlier, in that Guskey (1986) 

wrote that student learning is directly influenced by teacher attitudes and beliefs, and not the 

other way around. When teachers see evidence of student learning, according to Guskey (1986), 

they are motivated to grow and change. James and McCormick (2009) also found that teachers’ 

beliefs about learning influenced their practices related to assessment for student learning. Most 

significantly, the authors found that teachers whose classroom practices were most effective 

were able to articulate the underlying principles of learning associated with those practices. 

Having a working knowledge of these underlying learning principles allowed effective teachers 

to apprehend the spirit of the authentic assessment for learning, rather than simply the “letter” of 

best practices (James & McCormick, 2009). 

As discussed earlier, Avalos (2011) found a number of factors that contribute to effective 

PD, including teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy. In her meta-analysis, she referenced multiple 

studies that demonstrated a correlation between these feelings of self-efficacy and the degree to 

which PD meets teachers’ needs and expectations, i.e., PD that feels close to home appears to be 

more effective in the long run (Avalos, 2011). Avalos (2011) stressed that teachers are both the 
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subjects and the objects of professional learning and development and are at the center of this 

complex process of growth. 

Focus on Student Learning 

Student learning and achievement constitute a major aim of all PD (Avalos, 2011; Borko 

et al., 2010; Guskey, 2002; Penuel et al., 2007; Stoll et al., 2006; Wayne et al., 2008; Van Driel 

& Berry, 2012; Yoon et al., 2007). In his model of the process of teacher change, Guskey (1986) 

argued that teachers’ attitudes and beliefs were most profoundly influenced by measurable and 

observable changes in student learning outcomes. Indeed, Guskey (2002) has stated that for most 

teachers, “becoming a better teacher means enhancing student learning outcomes” (p. 382).  

Following Borko (2004), Yoon et al. (2007) prepared a report on the influence of teacher 

PD on student achievement. In their meta-analysis of over 1,300 studies, these authors identified 

three steps that link PD to student learning. First, PD “enhances teacher knowledge and skills” 

(Yoon et al., 2007, p. 4). Second, teachers’ pedagogical practices are influenced by better 

knowledge and skills. Third, this kind of improved teaching will have a positive impact on 

student achievement. These findings notwithstanding, Yoon et al. (2007) acknowledged that it is 

extremely difficult to demonstrate empirically that PD impacts student achievement. In order to 

do so, researchers must follow a rigorous research design, adhere to high fidelity of 

implementation, and utilize appropriate measures and analytic models (Yoon et al., 2007). Of the 

1,300 studies that Yoon et al. (2007) analyzed, only nine met these rigorous standards. 

One study that Yoon et al. (2007) highlighted was an empirical study by Tienken and 

Achilles (2003). Five fourth grade teachers and their students participated in this study. Of these 

five teachers, two teachers participated in targeted PD training and three did not. Due to the 

small sample size, the authors employed a mixed methods approach in their design and analysis. 
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They interviewed all participants, conducted classroom observations, and compared written 

student responses. Ultimately, they found that the students of trained teachers demonstrated 

measurable positive differences in achievement when compared to students whose teachers were 

not trained (Tienken & Achilles, 2003).  

Van Driel and Berry (2012) argued that PD designed to support student achievement 

should train teachers to understand how students learn specific subject matter. These authors 

noted that research has demonstrated the complex nature of pedagogical content knowledge 

(PCK) and that its development through PD is specific to individual teachers, topics, and 

situations. Expert teachers are flexible and demonstrate PCK in a variety of ways in a variety of 

settings. Following Borko et al. (2010), these authors argued that training related to PCK should 

be based on constructivist and situative theories, and not behavioral ones. Moreover, their 

research implied that PD designed to support teachers’ PCK “should be organized in ways that 

closely align to the teachers’ professional practice and include opportunities to enact certain 

(innovative) instructional strategies and materials to reflect, individually and collectively, on 

their experiences” (Van Driel & Berry, 2012, p. 27). 

Focus on Collaboration 

Collaboration is one of the defining features of effective PD (Borko et al., 2010; Forte & 

Flores, 2014; Furman Shaharabani & Tal, 2017; Penuel et al., 2007; Stoll et al., 2006). 

Specifically, PD that involves collective learning and problem solving in community can be both 

supportive and encouraging to teachers (Borko et al., 2010). Again, Guskey’s (1986) focus on 

teachers’ attitudes and beliefs as a motivating factor for their growth is relevant, as effective, 

collaborative PD should be designed accordingly.  In discussing continuing professional 
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development Kennedy (2011) argued that “good relationships are... fundamental to providing 

conditions for effective learning” (p. 26).  

In their review of literature on PD, Stoll et al. (2006) found that across multiple studies 

collaborative PLCs have demonstrated “considerable promise for capacity building for 

sustainable improvement” (p. 221). To structure this literature review, the authors sought to 

answer broad questions surrounding the nature, processes, development, and evaluation of PLCs. 

They defined PLCs as groups of educators sharing and engaging critically in conversations 

surrounding their teaching practice (Stoll et al., 2006). Among characteristics that make PLCs 

effective, the authors listed shared vision and values, collective responsibility, reflective 

professional inquiry, and collaboration (Stoll et al., 2006).  

Van Driel and Berry (2012) were more nuanced in their assessment of PLCs, arguing that 

based on recent critical studies “there are reasons to be skeptical about the effects of PLCs” (p. 

26). In particular, these authors stressed that too many PLCs lack an emphasis on building 

teachers’ content knowledge. Bausmith and Barry (2011), too, pointed out that though PLCs may 

be necessary for effective education reform, without an emphasis on PCK, PLCs may be 

“insufficient for meeting the new… state standards” (p. 175).  

Though they may not always be effective, PLCs are nevertheless collaborative spaces for 

teachers. In a mixed methods study, Forte and Flores (2014) investigated the relationship 

between teacher collaboration and teacher PD. Utilizing a multi-phased approach, these 

researchers conducted interviews, administered questionnaires, and collected reflective essays. 

Participants in their study included 80 teachers who responded to the questionnaire (phase 1), 11 

heads of departments who were interviewed (phase 2), and 10 additional teachers who received 

training (phase 3). Though this study included findings from the first two phases only, the 
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authors discovered that though teachers widely recognized the value of collaboration, teachers 

reported that such collaboration was often hampered by organizational and structural limitations 

such as time, space, and training. Teachers in this study also pointed to leadership as a key factor 

in creating and sustaining authentic collaborative learning cultures (Forte & Flores, 2014).  

Focus on Sustainability 

According to Darling-Hammond and Richardson (2009), PD for teachers that positively 

impacts student learning is “sustained, coherent, and intense” (p. 48). As mentioned earlier, there 

is general agreement that the one-shot workshop approach is rarely meaningful or effective. 

Effective PD is an ongoing process where teachers are continually adapting what they learn to fit 

their context (Forte & Flores, 2014; Girvan et al., 2016; Kennedy, 2011; Stoll et al., 2007). Yoon 

et al. (2007) showed that PD of at least 14 hours or more demonstrated a net positive impact on 

student learning, while substantive PD (of 49 hours or more) showed an even greater impact on 

achievement. 

Taitelbaum et al. (2008) studied the impact of a continuing professional development 

program on chemistry teachers in Israel. The authors analyzed qualitative data, including 

videotaped classroom-laboratory observations, participant interviews, and teacher-generated 

portfolios. They found that as a result of the continuing professional development, most teachers 

transitioned from teacher-centered pedagogical approaches to those that were more student-

centered. The authors also found that most teachers expressed greater self-confidence as a result 

of the continuing professional development (Taitelbaum et al., 2008). Most importantly, 

Taitelbaum et al. (2008) stressed that “involving teachers in a reflective-type process 

accompanied with continuous support and scaffolding can promote the necessary professional 

development to include both content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge” (p. 613). It is 
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important to note that this study focused on the science classroom only, and the authors 

acknowledged that further research in other contexts was needed to better understand continuing 

professional development. 

Building on the work of Taitelbaum et al. (2008) and others, Furman Shaharabani and Tal 

(2017) found that there was little empirical research on the long-term impacts and sustainability 

of PD programs. In a qualitative study to address this need, they collected data related to 

teachers’ current practices that was connected to past PD. Using a retrospective approach, these 

researchers interviewed 27 science teachers, seeking to ascertain the value of PD and training 

teachers had received 10 years before. They also analyzed documents and classroom artifacts and 

used this information to inform what teachers shared in the interviews. The authors found that 

some teachers could be described as leaders (i.e., those who demonstrated advanced 

implementation) and others as followers (i.e., those who demonstrated limited implementation). 

Of the teachers who demonstrated successful implementation of past PD, all had adopted new 

instructional strategies (that had been modeled in the PD) and practiced innovation and 

adaptation in the following years. This kind of active experimentation is consistent with Kolb’s 

(1984) ELT and the cycle of experiential learning. Ultimately, Furman Shaharabani and Tal 

(2017) argued that “usability of the innovations over a long period of time manifests the 

effectiveness of [PD]” (p. 1050). In other words, effective PD is that which is useable and 

sustainable in the long term. 

Examples of Effective Professional Development Supporting Experiential Learning 

 From the literature reviewed above, the evidence is clear that effective PD should address 

teacher learning in practice (Borko et al, 2010; Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; James & 

McCormick, 2009), with student learning as its goal (Avalos, 2011; Guskey, 2002; Van Driel & 
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Berry, 2012; Wayne et al., 2008). Effective PD is also collaborative (Borko et al., 2010), and 

must be designed to be sustainable (Furman Shaharabani & Tal, 2017). In the examples reviewed 

in the section below, I show that effective PD has a role to play in shaping a teachers’ first 

impressions of EL. I also highlight the importance of experiential PD that supports reflective 

practice. Finally, I demonstrate the relevance of experience in EL to teachers (versus 

inexperience) and emphasize the ways that PD can positively shape that experience for teachers. 

First Impressions 

Though most will agree that effective EL PD should include active, experiential learning 

by teachers, Girvan et al. (2016) argued that “the initial introduction of new ideas and practices 

are still presented to teachers using traditional approaches” (p. 130). To address this reality, they 

introduced a three-phased approach to the introduction of teacher PD that was shaped by EL 

theory. According to the authors, and following Kolb (1984), EL is a process of authentic 

change, where learners experience, reflect, think, and act (Girvan et al., 2016). The concept of 

authentic change, too, aligns with Guskey’s (1986) work surrounding teacher growth. 

In the context of educational reform in Ireland, Girvan et al. (2016) studied teachers’ 

perceptions of an experiential PD designed to introduce new methods of teaching. Significantly, 

their continuing PD model includes an observation of student learning by teachers at the outset 

of the program. This follows Guskey (1986), who identified positive student learning outcomes 

as a key motivator influencing teacher change. In addition to this observation, Girvan et al. 

(2016) prioritized the participation of teachers in the learning itself, where teachers experienced 

similar activities to those planned for students. The final stage of the continuing professional 

development included a phase of practicing design-action-reflection. 
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Participants in this qualitative study included 38 teachers from 12 schools in Ireland. The 

study itself took place over the course of one academic year, and in the context of national 

curriculum reform. In particular, this curriculum reform in Ireland involved a new emphasis on 

21st century skills, including skills such as critical thinking, creativity, collaborative learning, and 

learning through technology (Girvan et al, 2016). The authors conducted classroom observations 

and interviews with teachers, collecting data on the impact of the continuing professional 

development to teachers’ pedagogical practice.  

In their analysis of the data, the authors found that the most important theme to emerge 

was “the perceived change in the role of the teacher in the classroom (Girvan et al., 2016, p. 

134). Many teachers, as a result of the continuing professional development, transitioned from 

seeing themselves as the sole transmitters of content to facilitators of collaborative, autonomous 

student learning. Though initially many teachers were concerned about the inherently disruptive 

nature of an experiential, student-directed approach to learning, after seeing positive student 

learning outcomes at the beginning of the CPD, those concerns were put to rest. Similarly, by 

participating in the learning model themselves, teachers experienced “support and 

encouragement” to employ the new approach in their own classrooms (Girvan et al., 2016, p. 

136). This study indicates that PD which is designed to intentionally practice and demonstrate 

EL has the ability to make a positive first impression on teachers. 

Reflective Practice 

Experience alone does not result in authentic learning (Loughran, 2002; Tal, 2010). 

Reflection is essential to the efficacy of PD, in particular (Girvan et al., 2016; Mathew et al., 

2017; Stoll et al., 2006), and EL more specifically (Kolb, 1984). Indeed, one of the cycles of 

ELT is described as reflective observation (Kolb, 1984).  
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In a review of anecdotal evidence, Loughran (2002) noted that authentic reflection helps 

teachers “better understand what they know and do as they develop their knowledge of practice 

through reconsidering what they learn in practice” (p. 34). He also drew a line of distinction 

between genuine reflection and rationalization, which is often misconstrued as reflection. 

Effective reflection is “learning through experience,” where possibilities are considered and 

acted upon in a continuous cycle of teacher growth (Loughran, 2002). 

In a qualitative study by Mathew et al. (2017), the researchers collected data related to 

the reflective experiences of student teachers and their perceived value. Participants in this study 

included 13 students enrolled in a two-year educational training program at a university in India. 

The authors analyzed data they gathered from a questionnaire administered to these pre-service 

teachers, as well as private journal entries maintained by each participant. The findings of this 

study indicated that particular strategies were especially valuable to these students: 1) reflective 

journals and diaries, 2) collaborative learning, 3) audio or video recordings of lessons, 4) specific 

feedback from instructors, 5) peer observations, 6) feedback from students about their 

experiences, and 7) action research (Mathew et al., 2017). They concluded that genuine 

reflective practice—defined by the authors as a kind of action research—is cyclical, multimodal, 

and fundamentally related to teacher professional growth (Mathew et al., 2017). 

In an exploratory study that focused on action research by pre-service teachers, Tal 

(2010) found that structured reflection following EL activities contributed positively to their 

knowledge and learning. The author analyzed student reflection sheets and knowledge 

questionnaires from 75 individuals who were enrolled in her environmental education classes. 

According to her findings, critical reflection is the cornerstone of pedagogical transformation and 

change, and many students that participated in this study were grateful “to experience powerful 
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methods that they [could] use in their future teaching” (Tal, 2010, p. 274). It bears repeating that 

Kolb (1984) described such a cycle in his own research related to EL. 

Value of Experience 

The value of first-hand experience in best practices related to EL for teachers cannot be 

overstated (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009). Tal and Argaman (2005), two researchers 

from Technion, Israel Institute of Technology, conducted a qualitative study to investigate 

teachers’ perceptions of mentoring student inquiry projects, where the value of experience was 

evidenced. In Israel, 12th grade students who wish to enroll in university level science programs 

are required to complete inquiry projects as part of the national matriculation examination 

process. As the authors described in their theoretical background, following the definition of 

others in the field, “inquiry” refers to student learning that is active, independent, focused on 

problem-solving, and fundamentally experiential (Girvan et al., 2016; Taitelbaum et al., 2008; 

Tal & Argaman, 2005). Their study included 15 teacher participants, who were enrolled in an 

intensive PD course conducted by the authors and designed to support science educators in 

mentoring students completing these inquiry projects. Among other things, their PD course 

involved critical reading, laboratory exploration, water and soil testing (i.e., “field work”), and 

field trips to natural settings (Tal & Argaman, 2005).  

Over two years, Tal and Argaman (2005) met regularly with participants in the PD 

program, and gathered data from observations, interviews, and survey questionnaires. They 

analyzed the data in three stages, utilizing inductive methods and checking validity by way of 

methodological triangulation. Their findings highlighted aspects of the mentoring process, 

including skills, teacher involvement, mentoring styles, and difficulties faced by teachers (Tal & 

Argman, 2005). When they compared inexperienced teachers to experienced teachers, Tal and 
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Argaman (2005) found that inexperienced teachers “faced many more challenges in learning the 

content and acquiring the necessary skills for conducting inquiry projects in their classrooms” (p. 

386). Moreover, inexperienced teachers practiced more “teacher-oriented” mentoring, while 

experienced teachers practiced more “student-oriented” mentoring (Tal & Argaman, 2005). 

Inexperienced teachers, too, were less equipped to effectively mentor their students. Experienced 

teachers, by contrast, had greater content knowledge and ability to meet the various cognitive 

needs of their students. Tal and Argaman (2005) concluded that “teachers who wish to develop 

students, who are self-regulated learners, have to adopt a collaborative, non-directive mentoring 

approach” (p. 389). Effective PD should therefore emphasize these experiential strategies.  

The value of the types of learning experiences described above is twofold for teachers. 

First, these experiences are valuable because they allow teachers to practice methods and skills 

they will actually use. Second, and perhaps most importantly, the value of these experiences for 

teachers lies within each experience itself. Teachers experience personal and professional growth 

as a result of participating in what is essentially a Kolb (1984) cycle. As the Tal and Argaman 

(2005) pointed out, this net positive reality underscores the value of experiential training for 

educators, and pre-service teachers in particular. 

Conclusions 

Following the literature review above, effective PD treats teachers as learners and must 

be focused on student learning and achievement. Furthermore, effective PD can be defined by 

professional collaboration, long-term sustainability, and may often be designed as action 

research. PD necessarily shapes a teacher’s first impressions of new teaching methods, and as 

such, should be designed to positively impact a teacher’s attitudes and beliefs. Reflective 

practice is an important feature of effective PD, and PD design should be iterative, intentional, 
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and authentic. Finally, when PD is executed successfully, it is experiential by nature, giving 

teachers the valuable experience needed to inform and inspire best practices. 

Inspired by this literature review, I proposed a program evaluation which is described in 

the next chapter. This program evaluation study was designed to both support and evaluate an 

ongoing design, enactment, and curricular integration program related to EL themes and goals at 

Kaplan. From the perspective of my participants, this study was designed to be structured as an 

action research project, whereby I involved teachers in the collaborative co-design, enactment, 

and evaluation of the evolving EL program. Finally, my approach to this evaluation study 

aligned with Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory and referenced Guskey’s (1986) model 

of the process of teacher change in its implementation. 
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Chapter 4   

Informed by the literature surrounding meaningful and effective professional 

development (PD) and referencing a theoretical framework that includes Kolb’s (1984) 

experiential learning theory (ELT) and Guskey’s (1986) model of teacher change and his related 

research on PD, I proposed a program evaluation through which I would both support and study 

teachers’ collaborative, integrative design of curricula that reinforced themes and goals of grade-

level EL programing. I expected this collaborative evaluation to positively impact the overall 

efficacy of the EL program at Kaplan Academy (hereafter referred to as “Kaplan”) as well as 

contribute to content curricula. Based on my needs assessment study (in Chapter 2), I anticipated 

that the study would be well-received by participants and other stakeholders at the school. 

Ultimately, I hoped that my findings would be scalable and would support ongoing program 

improvement efforts related to EL currently underway at Kaplan. 

Background 

As discussed in Chapter 1, Kaplan has a well-established reputation as a school that 

places a high premium on EL trips and activities. Over the course of the 2020-2021 academic 

year, the Committee on EL continued to meet and was chaired by the newly hired Director of 

Experiential Education (DoEE). This committee included the Head of School, Division Heads 

(including myself), mid-level administrators, and selected classroom teachers. Meeting three 

times over the course of the year, committee members worked to identify, evaluate, and discuss 

improvements to the EL program. By the spring of 2021, the committee developed guiding 

thematic questions for each grade-level's EL programming. These questions emerged from 

faculty feedback, were inspired by Jewish tradition and values, and were meant to frame future 

programmatic choices for EL activities and trips. These questions are included in Table 3 below. 
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Table 3 

Guiding Thematic Questions for Kaplan’s EL Program 

Grade Level Guiding Thematic Question 

6th If I am not for myself, who will be for me? 

7th  If I am only for myself, what am I? 

8th  If not now, when? 

9th  Where are we? 

10th  Where have we been? 

11th  Where are we going? 

12th  Hineni: Here I am 

 

This committee also established four pillars of Kaplan’s EL: community building, 

distinctive experience, curricular integration, and moral development. These pillars would define 

all future EL programming and would serve as a litmus test for new programming ideas and 

activities. The DoEE shared these pillars with the school community by email and included them 

on the school’s website for the benefit of prospective families. 

Based on the needs assessment in Chapter 2, I had originally planned to focus on the 10th 

grade spring culture trip to San Francisco (tentatively scheduled for March 2022). This trip was 

consistently identified by teachers and school leaders as the trip in most need of improvement. 

However, due to the continuing COVID-19 pandemic, an adjustment was made to Kaplan’s 

schedule of trips for the 2021-2022 school year, whereby the 10th grade winter outdoor trip was 

moved to the spring season, leaving an opening during the winter block. The change in 

timeframe, as well as the two-year pause in domestic travel, provided an opportunity for 

Kaplan’s leaders to reimagine and redesign this culture trip.   
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By the late spring 2021, taking the lead from the school’s DoEE, members of the 10th 

grade team began exploring options for a new culture trip experience. After consulting multiple 

organizations with EL expertise, consensus quickly coalesced around a partnership model where 

Kaplan would outsource most of the logistical planning and some of the thematic design of the 

trip, freeing up teachers to focus on EL facilitation and curriculum integration. By June of 2021, 

a partnership was formed with Tiyulim USA1 (hereafter referred to as “Tiyulim”), a Jewish 

experiential education organization that specializes in thematic, social justice-oriented trips for 

high school students. In June 2021, Kaplan’s DoEE and members of the leadership team decided 

on Tiyulim’s pre-packaged trip to Los Angeles that focuses on racial justice and Jewish identity. 

This trip would address the guiding thematic question for the 10th grade (Where have we been?) 

by exploring the history of race in the United States and helping students explore their own 

identities in contrast.  After two early conversations by Zoom, Tiyulim provided the school with 

a rough itinerary of this new trip. Additional planning and preparation would be needed from 

Kaplan teachers to front-load important thematic material prior to the trip, and any integrative 

elements and curriculum in classrooms following the trip.  

 During this same time, similar improvement efforts were also taking place in the 9th 

grade EL program. At the encouragement of the DoEE, a small group of 9th grade teachers 

agreed to participate in a pilot group for co-designing integrated EL curriculum for freshmen. In 

particular, these teachers sought to integrate into their curricula themes related to the guiding 

thematic question (Where are we?), as well as those addressed during the annual 9th grade trip to 

Big Bend National Park (planned for January 2022) and a local, week-long program focused on 

world religions (planned for March 2022). The trip to Big Bend was a long-standing Kaplan 

tradition, and was one of Kaplan’s strongest EL programs, both in its planning and reputation 
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among students. The 9th Grade World Religions Week would be a new experience for freshmen 

in 2021-2022, though the trip itself was not new. In the past, this particular EL trip had been 

designed for 11th grade students.  

To further support these initiatives and improvements to Kaplan’s EL program, and at the 

encouragement of the DoEE, a number of teachers (across multiple grade-levels) attended 

trainings during the 2020-2021 academic year that were hosted by the Independent Schools 

Experiential Education Network (ISEEN). These ISEEN trainings were designed to introduce EL 

theory and design, while supporting teachers in their roles as EL educators and facilitators. Early 

feedback from Kaplan teachers who participated in these PD experiences was overwhelmingly 

positive. 

In conjunction with and in support of the ongoing work described above, I proposed a 

collaborative program evaluation (Worthen, 1990), through which I would both support and 

evaluate the improvement efforts related to Kaplan’s EL program. Specifically, I would 

capitalize on the opportunity to study what was already happening within the 9th and 10th grade 

teams. My program evaluation study would include a pre-program survey, PD sessions, exit 

ticket surveys, and observations related to EL design and curricular integration in the fall before 

the 9th and 10th grade winter trips. After the winter trips, I would study the impacts of the PD on 

teachers’ efforts in the classroom by making observations, giving a program evaluation survey, 

conducting interviews, gathering teacher-made instructional artifacts, and administering a post-

program survey to measure teacher growth and change.  

At the end of my proposed evaluation and after the spring trips, I planned to observe a 

final presentation made by teachers for teachers, where they would share best practices, lessons 

learned, and strategies that may be useful to other grade-level teams in the future. By recruiting 
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participants from both the 9th and 10th grade teams, I would have a unique opportunity to 

compare their work, while also developing with them principles for the integration of EL 

experiences into classroom curricula. The theoretical mechanisms that supported the desired 

outcomes for this program evaluation included effective and meaningful PD (Avalos, 2011; 

Furman Shaharabani & Tal, 2017; Wayne, 2008), ELT (Kolb, 1984), and Guskey’s (1986) 

research on meaningful PD and teacher change. When framing PD, it is important to note that 

“effective PD” is separate from “meaningful PD.”  The former represents adherence and the later 

represents quality. My theory of treatment model is included in Appendix C. 

Objectives 

My objectives for this proposed program evaluation were 1) that I would be able to detect 

teacher engagement in EL design and enactment before, during, and after the PD, 2) that I would 

be able to document the integration of EL themes (emphasized on grade-level trips) within 

classroom curricula and in alignment with Kaplan’s mission (expressed through grade-level 

thematic questions), and 3) that I would be able to collect resources and analyze strategies for 

other teachers to emulate as part of the scale-up effort to improve EL at Kaplan in the future. 

Furthermore, I anticipated being able to interpret patterns from these data that would have 

practical implications beyond Kaplan and for other similar schools. 

Research Design 

As mentioned above, my proposed study was a program evaluation. It would be 

formative in nature. Formative evaluations, like this one, are implemented in order to improve an 

existing program (Worthen, 1990). Such would be my perspective as a researcher. Moreover, 

from the perspective of my participants, this collaborative evaluation would be an action research 

project (Avalos, 2011; Tal, 2010). McNiff and Whitehead (2002) described action research as a 
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“practical way of looking at [one’s own] practice in order to check whether it is as [one feels] it 

should be” (p. 15). These authors wrote directly to teachers, capturing the spirit of action 

research: 

If you feel that your practice is satisfactory you will be able to explain how and why 

 you believe this is the case; you will be able to produce evidence to support your claims. 

 If you feel that your practice needs attention in some way you will be able to take action 

 to improve it, and then produce evidence to show in what way the practice   

 has improved. (McNiff & Whitehead, 2002, p. 15) 

Both 9th and 10th grade teachers would be working to improve their own practice, while also 

working to improve the efficacy of Kaplan’s EL program. Following Zhang & Brundrett (2010), 

as a school leader I would engage in practitioner research by evaluating programmatic 

improvements and resources generated by this work, together with participating teachers. As 

discussed earlier, I expected to document changes in content knowledge and pedagogical 

knowledge by involving teachers in this reflective process (Taitelbaum et al., 2008). 

In order to authentically measure and evaluate the processes and outcomes of this 

proposed program evaluation, I planned to employ an exploratory, mixed methods design. 

Following Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), the exploratory design is best suited to this type of 

study, where most of the data will be qualitative. Furthermore, utilizing a mixed methods 

approach to data analysis often provides a better understanding of research problems than either 

solely quantitative or qualitative approaches could do alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The 

structure, processes, outcomes, assumptions, and external factors associated with my proposed 

study are illustrated in a logic model below (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4 

Planned Program Evaluation: Logic Model 

Collaborative Program Evaluation of Experiential Learning Design, Enactment, and Curricular Integration 
 
Situation: Teachers, as experiential learning (EL) facilitators, have needs and concerns related to the design and enactment of 
an EL program, as well as its alignment to classroom learning. This researcher will study and evaluate program improvement 
efforts in the 9th and 10th grades at an independent school (Kaplan Academy) in the American southwest. 
 

PROCESSES OUTCOMES 

INPUTS OUTPUTS Short-Term: 
Within 12 weeks, participants will 
demonstrate... 
Increased knowledge of EL as a theoretical 
concept  
Increased knowledge of EL curricular 
integration strategies 
Measurable changes in sense of self-efficacy 
related to EL improvement efforts and 
curricular integration (as an indicator of 
quality) 
 
Intermediate: 
By the end of the academic year, participants 
will... 
Integrate lessons and themes of EL trip in 
classroom curricula 
Present to other faculty members with lessons 
learned as a result of the PD, trip, and 
integrative work 
 
Long term: 
Within the following academic year (2021-
2022, participants will... 
Continue efforts to improve the 9th and 10th 
grade EL curricula, based on their experiences 
Share lessons learned and approach with other 
grade-level teams as part of ongoing 
improvement efforts at Kaplan 

Time: researcher’s 
and participants’ 
time to participate, 
plan, and 
implement 
 
Materials: 
Handouts, sample 
lesson plans, exit 
tickets, interview 
protocols, pre-
test/post-test 
surveys 
 
Space: physical 
spaces to conduct 
PD sessions,  
interviews, and for 
participants to 
present to faculty 
 
Technology: 
laptops, Google 
Drive access 
(Forms, 
Documents, 
Sheets), recording 
device 
 
Knowledge Base: 
researcher and 
participants’ pre-
existing 
knowledge and 
experience with 
EL theory (Kolb, 
1984) and action 
research 

ACTIVITIES PARTICIPATION 

Sept.- Dec. 2021 
Pre-program survey (by 
email) 
Five one-hour long PD 
workshops with teachers, 
focused on experiential 
learning design and 
curricular integration (use 
of PDSA Cycle) 
Five hours of individual 
work time for participants 
 
Jan.- Mar. 2022 
Observations of 
integrated lessons and 
collection of artifacts   
Program evaluation 
survey (by email) 
Semi-structured 
interviews (30-35 min.) 
with participants 
 
Apr.-May 2022 
Observation of 
participants’ presentation 
to faculty 
Post-program survey (by 
email) 
 

Trip Leaders: 
9th grade-level 
coordinator 
10th grade-level 
coordinator 
Teachers: 
9th grade teachers (4-6 
teachers); pilot group 
participants 
10th grade teachers (6-9 
teachers); trip co-
facilitators 
School 
Administrator: 
Director of EL 

ASSUMPTIONS EXTERNAL FACTORS 

Teacher participation and engagement 
Teacher attendance at PD sessions 
Teachers completing individual work between 
sessions 
Execution of 9th and 10th grade winter/spring 
trips as planned 

School calendar considerations 
Partner EL Organization (Tiyulim USA) 
Hopkins IRB Approval 
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Process Evaluation 

As indicated in the logic model above, processes in this proposed evaluation study would 

include inputs (time, materials, space, technology, and knowledge base) and outputs (activities 

and participation). My evaluation of these inputs and outputs would be important to determining 

the overall efficacy of ongoing EL improvements at Kaplan. 

Process Evaluation Research Questions 

In evaluating the processes of my proposed evaluation study of the ongoing EL 

improvement program, I sought to answer the following three questions: 

RQ1. To what extent was the evaluation implemented with fidelity as planned? 

RQ2. In what ways did participants respond to the evaluation? 

RQ3. In what ways did participants as co-designers perceive the quality of delivery of the 

EL improvement program? 

Process Evaluation Indicators & Components 

Fidelity is a measure of the efficacy of implementation for a proposed treatment or study, 

and “helps to explain why innovations succeed or fail” (Dusenbury et al., 2003, p. 240). In order 

to evaluate fidelity, I planned to measure overall adherence to the collaborative program 

evaluation plan (Dunsebury et al, 2003). I would take notes during PD sessions (led by the DoEE 

and me, and partner organizations), record the sessions for later transcription, collect program 

artifacts (calendars, timelines, sign-in sheets, exit tickets, lesson plans, assignments, etc.), and 

conduct semi-structured interviews in order to determine the level of adherence to the evaluation 

study as planned. In particular, I would be looking for participant application of particular 

theories, strategies, and/or materials. I also planned to note the way that teachers reference these 
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concepts in their conversations with students, pedagogical practice, and/or interviews. I hoped to 

measure high process adherence as an indicator of fidelity. 

The degree to which participants respond positively to a collaborative evaluation study is 

one measure of its overall efficacy. Dunesbury et al. (2003) described participant responsiveness 

as the involvement, satisfaction, and/or interaction with the content of a study. As mentioned in 

the previous chapter, one measure of successful PD lies in teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy 

(Avalos, 2011). Participant responsiveness as an indicator also includes teachers’ support of, 

excitement for, and willing participation in the study. I planned to collect data related to this 

indicator from ongoing observations of PD sessions, exit ticket responses, program evaluation 

survey, semi-structured interviews, and pre-program/post-program surveys that would measure 

teachers’ perception and experience of the PD and its implementation.  The survey instruments 

are included in Appendices F-H, and the semi-structured interview questions are included in 

Appendix I.  

I planned to answer the question related to participants’ perception of the quality of 

delivery by examining to what extent the activities of the program evaluation focused attention 

on the key conceptual elements and goals, and to what extent these elements and goals were 

perceived by participants to be supportive of student learning. According to Dusenbury et al. 

(2003), quality of delivery refers to the “quality of interaction and the degree to which interactive 

elements focus the attention on desired elements” (p. 244). I intended to measure the quality of 

delivery and program effectiveness by analyzing my observations of participants during the 

study activities, participants’ exit ticket responses, their responses to a program evaluation 

survey, and by comparing pre-program survey responses and post-program survey responses. As 

my participants were co-evaluators of this program improvement effort, their critical insights 
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would be exceptionally valuable. I have included a data collection matrix for my process 

evaluation in Appendix D. 

Outcome Evaluation 

In my logic model (Figure 4, p. 82), I have listed short-term, intermediate, and long-term 

outcomes related to my proposed study. Short-term outcomes (that is, within 12 weeks of the 

conclusion of active participation by participants) would include participants demonstrating 

increased knowledge of EL as a theoretical concept, increased knowledge of EL curricular 

integration strategies, and measurable changes teachers’ sense of self-efficacy related to EL 

improvement efforts and curricular integration. Intermediate outcomes (that is, by the end of the 

academic year) would include participants integrating lessons and themes from an EL trip in 

classroom curricula and presenting to other faculty members the lessons learned as a result of the 

PD, trip, and integrative curricular work. Long-term outcomes (that is, by the end of the 

following academic year) would include participants continuing to make efforts to improve the 

9th and 10th grade EL curricula based on their experiences, and sharing lessons learned and 

approach with other grade-level teams as part of the ongoing improvement efforts at Kaplan. 

Outcome Evaluation Research Questions 

In evaluating the outcomes of my proposed study, I sought to answer the following three 

questions: 

RQ4. What changes, if any, to classroom curricula were made by participants, and were 

these changes consistent with EL theory as emphasized in the PD and/or reflective of Kaplan’s 

vision for EL programing? 

RQ5. What resources, if any, were produced by teachers to facilitate EL integration into 

classroom curricula? 
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RQ6. What principles for curricular integration emerged from the program evaluation 

that support the effort to improve the EL program writ large at Kaplan? 

Outcome Evaluation Indicators & Components 

In analyzing any substantive changes to classroom curricula made by participants, I 

proposed to evaluate these outcomes by determining whether the changes are inspired or framed 

by ELT (i.e., experiential learning theory) (Kolb, 1984) and whether the changes reflect Kaplan’s 

mission as articulated in grade level guiding thematic questions (Table 3, p. 77). As discussed in 

Chapter 3, Kolb’s (1984) ELT includes his eponymous Kolb cycle, where abstract 

conceptualization informs active experimentation, which defines concrete experience that must 

be followed by reflective observation. The purpose of this reflection is to evaluate and improve 

active experimentation—at which point the cycle begins again. In the outcomes of my evaluation 

study, I would look for evidence of these stages in both the process and product. I would also 

seek to identify curriculum materials that highlight and support Kaplan’s grade level thematic 

questions. 

In my analysis of expected curricular changes, I planned to pay close attention to those 

changes that can be traced to or associated with my proposed collaborative evaluation study. I 

proposed to evaluate these changes by collecting and examining study-related classroom 

resources created by participants. These tools and artifacts might include classroom materials, 

lesson plans, presentations, or videos. 

I anticipated that these changes to classroom curricula, the generation of related 

resources, and the lessons learned by participants would represent best practices that might be 

emulated in ongoing and future EL program improvement work at Kaplan. I planned to 

document and analyze these best practices by collecting data from exit ticket surveys, a program 
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evaluation survey, semi-structured interviews (where the question would be asked specifically), 

and PD/classroom observations. I also planned to observe and record the final presentation that 

participants would make to other faculty members related to best practices for ongoing 

improvement efforts. I have included a data collection matrix for my outcome evaluation in 

Appendix E. 

Method  

In this section, I describe the methods that I used and/or planned to use to investigate the 

research questions outlined above. I have included information on participants, measures and 

instrumentation, and procedure, which includes methods of data collection and data analysis. 

Where there were changes to my plan due to the impacts of COVID-19, I have noted those 

changes in brief and elaborate in greater detail in Chapter 5.  

Participants 

Participants in my study were to include 9th and 10th grade teachers at Kaplan. Though 

any 9th grade teacher (nine in total) could have participated in this study, I hoped to recruit 

participants from among the 9th grade EL pilot group (four teachers in total). These teachers had 

already volunteered to collaborate on a team that would work to improve and integrate thematic 

material from the 9th grade trips into their classroom curricula during the 2021-2022 school year. 

I planned also to recruit participants from among all of Kaplan’s 10th grade teachers (at 

the time, nine in total), and I hoped to have participants from the subgroup of chaperones, or EL 

co-facilitators, who had been assigned to the 10th grade winter trip (as this trip would be entirely 

new for Kaplan and the focus of internal EL improvements). By participating in this trip, the 

collaborative work related to design and curricular integration should have been more 
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meaningful to these teachers. To be assigned to this trip, teacher EL co-facilitators had 

previously self-selected their preference to travel during the winter (as opposed to the spring).  

In actuality, I recruited ten participants, all of whom would be traveling with either 9th or 

10th grade students on winter and spring trips. Two of my participants were members of the 9th 

grade EL pilot group. All participants were Kaplan employees, and all had earned at least a 

bachelor’s degree. These participants had various years of experience facilitating EL 

programming at Kaplan. 

Measures & Instrumentation 

In the section below, I outline the constructs that I used and/or planned to use, the 

instruments that I would use to measure these constructs, and the protocols I would follow for 

their measurement. 

Constructs 

I selected and designed measures to examine three primary constructs: 1) teacher 

responsiveness to PD, 2) curriculum and resource design, and 3) best practices for curricular 

integration of EL. According to Guskey (2002), the degree to which teachers respond positively 

to PD is shaped by their motivations. These motivations are most often the desire to better 

oneself and grow professionally, and most significantly, to improve student learning (Guskey, 

2002). Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) underscored that for teachers to be engaged in PD, that 

PD must be defined by active learning, collaboration, and reflection.  

Curriculum and resource design is an aspect of normal educational practice, and a 

defining feature of action research. Teachers engaged in this work will create resources 

(materials, lessons, presentations, projects, etc.) that support goals for student learning and are 

sharable and/or replicable. 
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Best practices for curricular integration will include principles for creation and 

collaboration and should be scalable. This construct, too, is associated with action research and 

its reflective component. Principles for best practices related to curricular integration of EL will 

include tested strategies and scalable resources designed by teachers to support ongoing 

improvement efforts. 

Observations 

Through observations of my participants, I collected data related to all three constructs 

referenced above. Following a modified version of the FiNE (field trips in natural environments) 

observation protocol developed by Tal et al. (2014) and Alon & Tal (2017), I focused my 

observation notes on information related to trip preparation, connection to curriculum, learning 

activities, and collaboration. According to Tal et al. (2014), the FiNE framework includes three 

layering components: planning, pedagogy, and activity. Each of these components had 

subcomponents, which I altered to reflect and serve my evaluation study. I have included this 

modified FiNE framework in Table 4 below. 
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Table 4 

Modified FiNE Framework 

Component (Layer) Subcomponents 

Planning Integrative Lesson Design 

EL Connection to Curriculum 

Pedagogy Clarifying the Goals of Learning 

Utilizing EL Theory 

Referencing Grade-Level Themes 

Connection to EL Trip 

Teacher’s Role in Lesson 

Activity Teacher Responsiveness to PD 

Active Learning 

Peer Leadership 

 

Pre-program & Post-program Surveys 

I administered identical pre-program and post-program anonymous surveys to all 

participants to measure changes related to knowledge of ELT and practice, teacher 

responsiveness, and their feelings of self-efficacy. Following Fishman et al. (2003) and Ateşkan 

and Lane (2016), I created this survey instrument myself and organized it into three sections. The 

first section was designed to collect minimal demographic information about each participant. 

The second section included questions on related to ELT, and the third section included 

questions related to teacher responsiveness and growth. This survey is included in Appendix F. 

Exit Ticket Surveys 

I used exit tickets following each PD session to solicit immediate feedback on the session 

from my participants. These exit ticket surveys allowed me to gather data related to teacher 

responsiveness and quality of delivery. The exit ticket survey is included in Appendix G. I only 

collected two exit ticket survey responses, for reasons that will be explained in Chapter 5. 
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Artifact Collection 

Following Tal (2004) and others, I collected artifacts during the collaborative evaluation 

study for analysis. These artifacts provided insight on curriculum and resource design, while also 

highlighting best practices for future improvement efforts. As mentioned earlier, I had planned 

for artifacts to include classroom materials, lesson plans, whiteboard notes, and presentations. 

Despite changes to my planned study, I was able to collect several artifacts which will be 

described in the next chapter. 

Program Evaluation Participant Survey 

Following Lusky and Hayes (2001), Astramovich et al. (2005) and others who have 

conducted program evaluations in schools, I collected survey data from participants related to the 

perceived quality of delivery of this evaluation study. I organized the survey into two sections. 

The first section was designed to collect minimal demographic data, while the second section 

would collect information related to the participants’ evaluation of the PD and related curricular 

integration work. This survey is included in Appendix H. I did expand the demographic section 

of the survey later in response to contextual changes, which will be explained in Chapter 5. 

Semi-Structured Interviews  

After participants implemented design changes to their curricula, and following the 

winter trips, I planned to interview them to collect data on all three constructs. Following 

Fishman et al. (2003), I planned to conduct these interviews individually and in focus groups, 

depending on the preferences of the participants. Ultimately, I interviewed nine participants, and 

three of these participants were interviewed twice, for a total of 12 interviews. All interviews 

were one-on-one. Following Anderson et al. (2006), the interview questions that I used were 
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open-ended. I have included my prompting questions in Appendix I. I created additional 

questions after contextual changes which will be explain in the next chapter, and these additions 

are included in Appendix J. 

Procedure 

In this section, I describe the procedure for my collaborative evaluation study. I have 

included information on participant recruitment, researcher positionality, and on the program 

evaluation itself (scope, duration, timeline, and materials), as well as data collection and data 

analysis. In cases where procedures differed from those originally planned, I provide further 

information. 

Participant Recruitment 

I planned that all Upper School teachers would receive an email from an honest broker by 

mid-September 2021, requesting volunteer participation in this proposed evaluation. In fact, this 

email was sent in early October, for reasons that will be discussed later. The honest broker sent a 

recruitment letter written by me, using an all faculty and staff listserv. Over a two-week period, 

the honest broker collected names of volunteers. The honest broker then sorted volunteers by 

those teachers who teach 9th or 10th grade, and those who do not, and sent this final list to me by 

email. Only teachers who were members of the 9th and 10th grade teaching teams were to be 

included in my proposed study. By early-October, I notified participants that they had been 

included in the study and reminded them that they could withdraw from the study at any time. 

Researcher Positionality 

As the Head of Upper School at Kaplan, I was the direct supervisor of all participants in 

this study, including the DoEE. To avoid any conflicts of interest, and as discussed above, I 
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utilized an honest broker in my recruitment and selection of participants. The honest broker was 

a member of the Kaplan staff who did not report to me. It is also important to note as context for 

this program evaluation study that all 9th and 10th grade teachers were expected to attempt to 

integrate themes and goals from EL trips into their classroom curricula, per a prior directive from 

the Head of School and as part of ongoing, institutional improvement efforts to the EL program. 

As such, because all 9th and 10th grade teachers would be formally evaluated—at least in part—in 

terms of how they meet this directive, those teachers who choose to participate in my study 

would not receive preferential treatment in these professional evaluations. To provide further 

assurances, the formal, annual evaluations of all study participants were reviewed by the Human 

Resources Consultant and the Head of School. 

Collaborative Program Evaluation Activities 

My evaluation study was to involve approximately twenty hours of engagement by me 

and the participants and be organized in three phases. These phases would take place before and 

after Kaplan’s winter trips, and before and after Kaplan’s spring trips. I have illustrated these 

planned phases, their components, and time allocated in Table 5 below. Due to changes in the 

various contexts during the data collection period, some activities were changed. I provide 

details in Chapter 5 about changes to the context and specific activities beyond those noted 

below. Despite these changes, I was able to document over twenty-five hours of engagement in 

this study. 
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Table 5 

Planned Collaborative Evaluation Study: Phases & Time Expected 

Phase Components Time Expected 

I: Design & Preparation Pre-program Survey 

PD Sessions (x5) & observations 

Individual work time for participants 

Front-loading lesson & observation 

15-20 min. 

45-60 min. (ea.) 

3-5 hrs. 

30-45 min. 

Winter Trips 9th Grade Outdoor Trip to Big Bend National Park, Texas 

10th Grade Cultural Trip to Los Angeles, California 

5 days 

5 days 

II: Curricular Integration Integrative lessons & observations (x3-6) 

Artifact collection 

45-60 min. (ea.) 

2-3 hrs. 

Spring Trips 9th Grade World Religions Week 

10th Grade Outdoor Trip to Big Bend National Park, Texas 

5 days 

5 days 

III. Sharing & Review Program evaluation participant survey 

Semi-structured interviews (x2-?) 

Participant presentation to faculty 

Post-program Survey 

15-20 min. 

20-30 min. (ea.) 

45-60 min. 

15-20 min. 

 

Phase I: Design & Preparation (September – December 2021) 

The planned study was to be implemented between September 2021 and April 2022. In 

fact, this study began in October 2021 and was completed in May 2022. After recruiting 

participants through an honest broker, I administered a brief pre-program survey (Appendix F) 

via Google Forms. Participants were given two weeks to complete the survey. The survey took 

no longer than 15-20 minutes to complete. 

Five PD sessions were planned to be held between October and December of 2021. Each 

session would be 45-60 minutes long and be audio recorded. During each session, a facilitator 
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would establish the goals of the PD and lead participants in activities related to EL curriculum 

co-design and integration. Participants would be asked to complete related tasks prior to the next 

meeting during individual work time (three to five hours total). They would also be asked to 

prepare at least one front-loading lesson in their classroom prior to the 9th and 10th grade winter 

trips. During this time, I planned to collect artifacts from the PD sessions, including notes, 

pictures of whiteboard work, exit tickets, and other relevant materials. I also planned to observe 

the class period (30 – 45 minutes) of any participant who implemented a front-loading classroom 

lesson. Due to context changes that will be explained in the next chapter, this planned schedule 

changed. The actual schedule was two formal PD sessions that took place in December 2021. 

Winter Trips (January 2022) 

The 9th grade outdoor trip to Big Bend National Park, as originally planned, was 

scheduled to take place in early January and would be facilitated internally by members of the 9th 

grade team. The major themes of this outdoor adventure trip were immigration, community, and 

identity. Participants would be encouraged to keep a reflective journal during the trip (that would 

not be collected or analyzed but might be referenced later during interviews). Participants were 

also encouraged to collect materials (itineraries, maps, handouts, work sheets, etc.) related to 

their experience as EL facilitators. 

During the same week, the 10th grade cultural trip was scheduled to take place in and 

around Los Angeles, California, facilitated by Tiyulim. Though Tiyulim staff members would be 

primarily responsible for leading and organizing this experience, Kaplan teachers would also 

serve as co-facilitators on this trip. The major themes of the trip—as designed by Tiyulim—were 

to be racial justice and Jewish identity. Participants on this trip would also be encouraged to keep 
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a reflective journal (for reasons explained above) during the trip and to collect materials 

(itineraries, maps, handouts, work sheets, etc.) related to their experience as EL facilitators. 

Due to changes in different contexts (trip schedules, COVID, etc.), the actual trips were 

changed. The trips taken were the 9th Grade trip to Big Bend National Park, the 10th Grade trip to 

Los Angeles, and the 11th Grade Civil Rights trip. Data collection was also changed to 

correspond to the changes in activities. I will provide more detail on these changes in Chapter 5. 

Phase II: Curricular Integration (January – March 2022) 

As originally planned, upon returning to campus, participants would enact a lesson 

(designed during the fall semester) that reinforced themes and goals from the trips. This lesson 

should also address the grade level guiding thematic question (Table 3, p. 77). I planned to 

observe these lessons (30 –45 minutes each) and collect relevant artifacts (photographs, hand-out 

materials, slides, etc.). Due to contextual changes which I will explain in the next chapter, this 

plan changed. 

Spring Trips (March 2022) 

In mid-March, the 9th grade was scheduled to participate in World Religions Week which 

would take place in a large, local, urban center. This EL program would be facilitated by Kaplan 

teachers, and the themes of the week’s programming were to be inclusivity, pluralism, and 

historic monotheism. 

The 10th grade class would travel to Big Bend National Park during this same time. This 

outdoor adventure trip would be facilitated by Kaplan teachers and led by me. The major themes 

of this spring trip—as they would be for the 9th grade winter trip—were to be immigration, 

community, and identity. (To reiterate, the 10th grade would be taking this trip to Big Bend 

because they missed the same trip during their 9th grade year due to the COVID-19 pandemic.) 
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Again, due to changes in the context of this study, the trips differed. These changes are 

described in detail in Chapter 5. 

Phase III: Sharing & Review (March – April 2022) 

After Kaplan’s Spring Break in March, I planned to administer a program evaluation 

survey (Appendix H) to all participants. Once this survey had closed in early April, I planned to 

conduct 20 – 30-minute semi-structured interviews (Appendix I) with participants, recording and 

transcribing these conversations for further analysis. In fact, I conducted twelve interviews of 

nine participants in March and April of 2022, for a total of approximately three hours. During 

these interviews, participants were encouraged to reference notes that they had taken in trip 

journals. I was not able to administer the program evaluation survey until late April, for reasons 

that I will discuss in the next chapter. 

As originally planned, by mid and late April, participants in this study were to present 

lessons learned and integrative strategies to the rest of the Upper School faculty during a faculty 

meeting, the date of which would be determined. I planned to audio record and take notes during 

this presentation (45 – 60 minutes), as well as collect slides and/or any hand-outs. Again, 

contextual changes led to a change in the presentation, and these changes are detailed in Chapter 

5. Finally, I administered the post-program survey (Appendix F) to all participants in late April. 

The survey was essentially identical to the pre-program survey and would not take longer than 

15 – 20 minutes to complete. Minor changes were made to the survey instrument to 

accommodate contextual changes, and these are discussed in the next chapter. 

Data Collection 

As discussed earlier, I planned to collect both quantitative and qualitative data, including 

secondary data, researcher observations, pre-program/post-program participant surveys, exit 
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ticket surveys, artifact collection, program evaluation participant surveys, and semi-structured 

interviews. Each of these approaches and any changes to the planned approaches are explained 

below. 

Secondary Data 

 Before meeting with participants, I planned to gather, organize, and review any existing 

data from the last three years related to EL at Kaplan, including (but not limited to) de-identified 

student surveys, de-identified faculty surveys, itineraries, trip planning documents, etc. I planned 

to study this data to inform the collaborative evaluation study and associated PD. I found a 

minimal amount of data for analysis, which will be discussed in the next chapter.  

Observations 

I took electronic notes (on a Google Document) during observations of all PD sessions, 

front loading activities and lessons, and during a presentation to faculty in the spring. The 

qualitative data in these notes was deidentified by me and stored securely on Google Drive. 

Pre-program & Post-program Surveys 

The pre-program survey (Appendix F) was administered to all participants at the 

beginning of the study. This anonymous, Likert-scale survey was shared with participants by 

email and via Google Forms. The post-program survey, which was essentially identical to the 

pre-program survey (with only minor changes, as explained in Chapter 5), was administered to 

participants at the conclusion of the study. I kept the quantitative data collected from these 

surveys in electronic form and securely on Google Drive. 
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Exit Tickets Surveys 

I administered short, anonymous exit ticket surveys (Appendix G) to all participants 

following both PD sessions. I utilized Google Forms and each survey did not take more than five 

minutes to complete. In these exit ticket surveys, I collected both quantitative and qualitative 

data from participants. 

Artifact Collection 

During this evaluation study, I collected artifacts that included classroom and trip 

materials, lesson plans, examples of student work, and presentation slideshows. Some of these 

artifacts were hard-copy and some were electronic in form. I stored de-identified digital copies of 

these qualitative data securely on Google Drive.  

Program Evaluation Participant Survey 

The program evaluation participant survey (Appendix H) was administered to all 

participants after the curricular integration work was completed. This anonymous, Likert-scale 

survey was shared with participants by email and via Google Forms. I kept the quantitative data 

collected from these anonymous surveys in electronic form securely on Google Drive. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

I conducted interviews (Appendix I) of all participants and gave each participant the 

choice to be interviewed individually or in focus groups. I conducted twelve total interviews of 

nine participants (three participants were interviewed twice) for a total of two hours between 

April 4 and April 28, 2022. One participant did not respond to my request for an interview. I 

recorded each interview and uploaded the recordings to Otter AI for transcription. Transcribed 
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interviews were deidentified by me and stored in electronic form securely on Google Drive. In 

these interviews, I collected qualitative data only per the protocol. 

Data Analysis 

My analysis of the data collected using the methods and instruments described above was 

ongoing throughout the duration of the collaborative program evaluation study. I used a mixed 

methods approach to organize, analyze, and present these data in an integrative manner. Below, I 

explain how I analyzed both quantitative and qualitative data sets. 

Quantitative Data 

After collecting quantitative data from pre-program/post-program surveys, exit ticket 

surveys, and the program evaluation survey, I manually recorded the data from Likert scale items 

to a Google Sheets spreadsheet. Once in Google Sheets, I was able to make comparisons 

between these data. I analyzed these Likert scale items using descriptive statistics: averaged 

means, medians, modes, and ranges. I also labeled each exit ticket or survey question item with 

its corresponding construct and organized the table of data by construct. Finally, I conducted T-

Tests of the pre-survey and post-survey items, as well as by constructs. 

Qualitative Data 

Following Hseih and Shannon (2005), and as I did in my needs assessment study 

(Chapter 2), I utilized both conventional and direct methods in my qualitative analysis of data 

collected from survey instruments, interviews, artifacts, and observations. I first analyzed data in 

a directive fashion, looking for a priori themes. As discussed earlier, I then categorized and 

sorted data using a modified version of the FiNE framework (Alon & Tal, 2017; Tal et al., 2014), 

which provided a priori themes (Table 4, p. 90).  
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I also coded for emergent (inductive) themes. My observation notes and open-ended 

responses were electronic, and therefore easy to reorganize, sort, search, and present. All 

interviews were audio recorded and transcribed (as discussed earlier) for the same reason. As I 

read through each interview response and reviewed my observation notes, I highlighted key 

concepts, ideas, and enactments, and labeled each with emergent themes. I sorted and presented 

this information in tables using Google Sheets. The full list of emergent themes from these 

interviews is included in Figure 16 (Chapter 5). 

Member Check Protocol 

As mentioned earlier, the participants in this program evaluation were co-designers and 

co-evaluators of my study. Due to my positionality as a researcher (described previously), it was 

important to utilize a member check protocol as part of ensuring the validity of this evaluation. 

According to Murphey and Falout (2010), member checks—especially those following a critical 

participatory looping (CPL) structure—can provide enriched data interpretation. I planned to 

employ a CPL approach when conducting my own member check protocol during this evaluation 

study, relying on dialectic process to inform and bolster my research (Murphey & Falout, 2010).  

At two separate intervals during the study, I conducted member checks, inviting 

participants to review and comment on my findings. The first occasion followed my creation of 

the data tables (in mid-May) related to my coding analysis of a priori and emergent themes. I 

solicited this feedback on the preliminary findings by email and made changes or improvements 

to the presentation of my findings where appropriate. The second occasion for member check 

followed my first written draft of significant findings (in late May). I sent to participants (by 

email) the findings section of Chapter 5 and asked for their critical review. Despite my outreach, 

only one participant responded with meaningful feedback. 
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As will be discussed in the next chapter, one of my participants was Kaplan’s DoEE, 

which provided a unique opportunity for member check protocols beyond the plan I had 

originally imagined. Early on, we began meeting regularly to review and discuss the data and 

findings from this study. The DoEE was a constant, collaborative partner throughout this 

program evaluation, and as such, helped me honor the spirit of the critical participatory looping. 

Strengths and Limitations 

The research design described in this chapter had both strengths and limitations. A major 

strength lay in the mixed methods approach itself, which afforded me the opportunity to study 

the data collected during this program evaluation from multiple viewpoints. Another strength 

was the amount of data collected. For a program evaluation of this scale, multiple data sources 

and the volume of data, would prove beneficial.  

Limitations, conversely, included threats to trustworthiness and experimenter 

expectancies. As most of the data collected in this study were qualitative in nature, I needed to 

check for trustworthiness by verifying the credibility and reliability of my analysis methods. In 

addressing experimenter expectancies, I knew that I must guard against seeing what I expected to 

see. Employing a mixed methods approach to data collection (as described earlier) and using 

member checks addressed this threat to validity. 

Conclusion 

In Chapter 5, I describe the process of implementation for this collaborative program 

evaluation study as it actually unfolded during the 2021-2022 academic year. I also outline and 

describe key findings and draw conclusions from this study that are relevant for Kaplan, and 

hopefully, for a wider audience as well. 
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Chapter 5  

In the previous chapter, I outlined my planned study and described it as a collaborative 

program evaluation. I reviewed in detail the steps that I expected to follow as this evaluation was 

implemented during the 2021-2022 academic year. My objectives for this collaborative program 

evaluation were the following: 1) to be able to measure teacher engagement in experiential 

learning (EL) design and enactment in proximity to targeted professional development (PD); 2) 

to be able to witness integration of EL themes (emphasized on grade-level trips) within 

classroom curricula—and that this integration would be in alignment with the school’s mission 

(expressed through grade-level thematic questions); and, finally, 3) to be able to collect resources 

and analyze strategies for other teachers to emulate as part of an ongoing improvement effort 

related to EL at Kaplan Academy (hereafter referred to as “Kaplan”). Moreover, as I studied and 

engaged with teachers in a collaborative evaluation of the school’s ongoing EL improvement 

efforts, I hoped to interpret patterns from these data that would have practical implications 

beyond Kaplan.  

My collaborative program evaluation study ran from October 2021 through May 2022. 

Though initially on track to follow to the timeline outlined in Figure 4 (p. 82), the emergence of 

new variants of COVID-19 impacted my study, forcing me to make adjustments to the original 

implementation plan. These unexpected changes notwithstanding, over the course of the 2021-

2022 academic year, I was able to collect a large amount of data for analysis. My findings and 

subsequent conclusions have implications related to future success of EL at Kaplan, as well as 

implications for other similar schools that prioritize EL pedagogy and practice. 
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Process of Implementation 

In reviewing the actual implementation of this evaluation study, I will analyze the process 

by addressing the following indicators: adherence, participant responsiveness, and quality of 

delivery (Dunsebury et al, 2003). By focusing on adherence, I will be able to ascertain process 

fidelity. Participant responsiveness will be an indicator of overall engagement by participants. 

Finally, to determine whether this evaluation highlighted key conceptual elements and goals, I 

will describe the quality of delivery, and how that quality was perceived by participants. 

Secondary Data 

While waiting for an opportune time to recruit participants, I searched for any secondary 

data related to EL at Kaplan. I was hoping to find any data collected from students or faculty, 

over the past three years. I expected to find surveys and/or planning materials. These data were 

extremely limited or non-existent. I found only one anonymous survey given to 9th grade 

students after the Big Bend Trip in 2019. In these survey responses, students expressed positivity 

about trip experiences, but expressed concerns related to food options, rooming preferences, and 

the physical requirements of certain activities. No surveys (to my knowledge) were administered 

to faculty trip chaperones in the last three years, other than those asking faculty members for 

their trip preferences (winter or spring). Beyond a paragraph statement describing the purpose 

and program of EL found in the student handbook (discussed in Chapter 1), I found nothing else 

of value to inform this study. 

Participants 

After receiving institutional board review approval (following a minor delay in 

September) from Johns Hopkins University (JHU), I officially began implementation in early 
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October. On October 11, I sent a recruitment email to all faculty and staff at Kaplan. My email 

was blind carbon copied to an all faculty and staff listserv, and in my letter, I briefly described 

the purpose of my study and indicated that I was looking for participants who taught 9th or 10th 

grade, and/or would be travelling in the winter or spring with 9th or 10th grade students. Any 

volunteers who were interested in participating my study were directed to contact the assistant to 

the Head of School within a week. This honest broker would then create a spreadsheet with a list 

of names and forward this list to me after the recruitment window closed. On October 15, I sent a 

reminder email to the all faculty and staff” listserv, and on October 18, the assistant to the Head 

of School sent me the final list of participants, of which there were ten in total. My participants 

are listed in table below, with relevant demographic data. 

Table 6 

Program Evaluation Participants 

Participant Role(s) Grade(s) Taught Trip(s)  

Participant 1 Classroom Teacher 10th Spring (10th) 

Participant 2 Classroom Teacher, Trip Leader 9th Winter (9th), Spring (9th) 

Participant 3 Administrator, Classroom Teacher N/A Winter (9th) 

Participant 4 Classroom Teacher, Trip Leader 9th, 10th Winter (10th), Spring (10th) 

Participant 5 Classroom Teacher 10th Winter (10th) 

Participant 6 Administrator N/A Winter (10th) 

Participant 7 Classroom Teacher 9th Winter (9th) 

Participant 8 Classroom Teacher 9th Spring (9th) 

Participant 9 Classroom Teacher 9th, 10th N/A 

Participant 10 Administrator, Trip Leader, Classroom Teacher N/A Winter (10th) 

 

Two of these participants had participated in my needs assessment study (Chapter 2) a 

year earlier. Two participants were members of the 9th grade EL pilot group (mentioned in 
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Chapter 4), organized by Kaplan’s Director of Experiential Education (DoEE). Two participants 

served as grade-level coordinators (GLCs) and trip leaders—one on the 9th grade team, and one 

on the 10th grade team. Both these participants were scheduled to lead and/or attend both winter 

and spring trips. Three participants served as mid-level administrators, in areas including Student 

Life and Learning Support. One participant was Kaplan’s DoEE. All participants except one 

were classroom teachers, and all but one would be traveling with students in either the winter or 

spring of 2022. Six participants were new enough to Kaplan to have never traveled with students 

on a winter or spring trip.  

On October 21, I emailed all participants with my thanks, and included list of research 

elements related to this study. I also attached an informed consent form to this email for their 

review and eventual submission. Over the next two weeks, participants sporadically delivered 

their signed informed consent forms to me through my office assistant. Once I had all these 

forms in my possession, I emailed the participants on November 4 with a link to the pre-program 

survey (Appendix F). When the survey closed on November 12, eight participants had 

responded. Two participants did not respond to the pre-program survey. 

Key Partners 

Shortly after learning that Kaplan’s DoEE was one of my participants, they met with me 

to discuss plans for forthcoming PD related to EL. Indeed, having the DoEE as a participant 

meant that I would be able to implement member check protocols (Murphey & Falout, 2010) 

earlier than originally planned. At multiple points along the way, I shared my progress, data 

collection, and findings with the DoEE for their input and evaluation. As mentioned in Chapter 

4, the DoEE had already been in contact with the Independent Schools Experiential Education 

Network (ISEEN), and earlier in the fall, they and ISEEN had tentatively planned for a series of 
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fall PD sessions for teachers. During the summer of 2021, at least six Kaplan teachers attended 

ISEEN’s virtual summer session, and the DoEE was hoping to expand this partnership to include 

more opportunities for faculty PD.  

In late October, the DoEE and I met remotely with ISEEN educators to plan for targeted 

PD at Kaplan. During this meeting, we discussed bringing ISEEN educators to campus. 

However, due to an increase of COVID-19 cases nationwide, ISEEN was only offering remote 

options for PD. Similarly, in anecdotal conversations with faculty at Kaplan, the DoEE and I 

sensed discomfort among the faculty around in-person PD. Moreover, though our needs related 

to PD in EL were diverse, we decided to focus our efforts for learning and improvement on the 

planned 10th grade winter trip to Los Angeles. Consequently, after negotiating a suitable date for 

all parties, we finally agreed to schedule an ISEEN PD via Zoom on December 7. When I sent 

the pre-program survey instrument to participants on November 4, I included information and an 

invitation for 10th grade trip chaperones and teachers to attend the December training with 

ISEEN. Eight participants responded to the pre-program survey over the course of a week. 

Phase I: Winter Trip Preparation and Professional Development 

As the winter trips approached, grade-level teams began meeting to review logistics and 

trip goals with faculty chaperones. On December 1, I observed one such meeting for 10th grade 

winter trip chaperones (PD 1). Four of my participants were in attendance for this preparatory 

meeting. Kaplan’s DoEE led the meeting, which included a minilesson related to EL pedagogy 

and practice. Following this hour-long PD, I sent an exit-ticket survey (Appendix G) 

electronically (by text message) to each participant in attendance. Three participants responded 

to this brief survey on the same day. 
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On December 7, I observed one participant lead an Advisory meeting with 10th grade 

students. The purpose of this meeting was to front-load key concepts related to the winter trip to 

Los Angeles. After the meeting ended, I met with the participant for a brief debrief interview, 

and I took notes related to our conversation. Later that afternoon, I attended and observed the PD 

with ISEEN by Zoom (PD 2). Four participants were in attendance, and after the 90-minute 

session ended, I sent an exit-ticket survey (Appendix G) electronically (by text message) to each 

participant in attendance. All four participants responded to this survey on the same day. 

At this time, one participant contacted me with an invitation to observe an upcoming 

lesson (in early January) in their 10th grade classroom. This lesson was designed as a front-

loading experience for the 10th grade winter trip to Los Angeles and was meant help students 

learn how to navigate an art museum, as well as draw meaningful conclusions and make 

connections to classroom objectives. This teacher also scheduled a field trip for the first week in 

January, where students would visit a local art museum. Moreover, this field trip was in 

conjunction with a special exhibit that aligned with themes and content related to the upcoming 

10th grade winter trip. I agreed to observe this teacher’s classroom in January and to join the field 

trip (as a chaperone) to the museum when we returned from Winter Break. 

Impacts of COVID-19 

When school closed for the winter holidays, Kaplan’s senior leadership team (SLT) was 

already having serious discussions about the viability of holding winter trips as originally 

planned. At the end of November, the Omicron-variant of COVID-19 was spreading rapidly and 

raising real questions and concerns related group gatherings and travel. At the end of December, 

the SLT decided to cancel and/or postpone all winter trips. Where possible, trips would be 

postponed until March. If a trip could not be moved, or if the spring trip was judged to be more 
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valuable (or hard to move) than the winter trip, the winter trip would be cancelled outright. Upon 

returning to campus during the first week of January, the field trip to the art museum was also 

cancelled. The new spring trip schedule, agreed upon by Kaplan’s SLT, is shown in Table 7 

below. 

Table 7 

Updated Kaplan Spring Trips as of January 2022 

Grade Trip (Updated) Dates 

9th Outdoor Trip to Big Bend National Park, Texas Mar. 6-11, 2022 

10th Cultural Trip to Los Angeles, California Mar. 6-10, 2022 

11th Cultural Trip to the Deep South (Civil Rights Trip) Mar. 7-11, 2022 

 

With these cancellations and/or postponements, trip chaperones were reassigned to spring 

trips based on preference and availability. As a result of the changes, many of my participants 

were affected in some way. For example, one participant was reassigned to the 10th grade spring 

trip, and another participant was moved to the 11th grade cultural trip to the Deep South. One 

participant would not be traveling on a spring trip at all. Earlier in December, the 11th grade-level 

coordinator had been diagnosed with a long-term illness and was unable to lead the 11th grade 

trip—and consequently, one of my participants was asked to lead the trip instead. As a result of 

these changes, all participants except one would be chaperoning a week-long trip for the first 

time. All these new trip assignments are reflected in the updated participant list in Figure 12. 
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Table 8 

Program Evaluation Participants (Updated in January 2022) 

Participant Role(s) Grade(s) Taught Trip (Updated) 

Participant 1 Classroom Teacher, Trip Leader 10th, 11th Spring (11th) 

Participant 2 Classroom Teacher, Trip Leader 9th Spring (9th) 

Participant 3 Administrator, Classroom Teacher 11th Spring (9th) 

Participant 4 Classroom Teacher, Trip Leader 9th, 10th Spring (10th) 

Participant 5 Classroom Teacher 10th N/A 

Participant 6 Administrator N/A Spring (10th) 

Participant 7 Classroom Teacher 9th Spring (9th) 

Participant 8 Classroom Teacher 9th Spring (11th) 

Participant 9 Classroom Teacher 9th, 10th, 11th Spring (10th) 

Participant 10 Administrator, Classroom Teacher N/A Spring (10th) 

 

In early January, I met with my JHU advisor to discuss the impacts of these changes to 

my evaluation study, and to formulate a reasonable plan for moving forward. We agreed that 

given the facts—that two of my participants were now assigned to the 11th grade Civil Rights 

trip, that one of them would be the trip leader, and that there would only be one set of trips, and 

not two—it seemed prudent to expand the scope of my study to include collecting data related to 

the 11th grade-level trip as well. At this point, I also modified my semi-structured interview 

questions (Appendix J), adding extra questions that made the survey more reflective of the 

recent, unanticipated changes to EL PD and trips. For example, I asked participants: “Did you 

participate in any professional development last fall or this spring related to experiential learning 

or the trips? Was it valuable for you? Why or why not?” (Appendix J). I also asked participants 

to identify whether they had attended either of the planned PD sessions (Chapter 4). 
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Phase II: Spring Trip Preparation and Pre-trip Interviews 

During the first week of January, one participant informed me that she had decided to 

rework her lesson plan and field trip idea to plan for virtual field trip to an art museum instead of 

an actual visit. I was invited to observe this lesson in their classroom. This was still meant to be a 

front-loading exercise for the 10th grade trip, now rescheduled for the spring. I reached out to 

other participants, asking if any others had lessons or materials that they would be willing to 

share with me. Those who did respond communicated to me that they had put any such plans on 

hold, wanting to focus their attention instead on maintaining “normal” classroom learning while 

our community weathered a COVID-19 spike.  

In early February, after discussing with my JHU advisor, I sent an email to all 

participants, asking for updated participation information, and inviting them to participate in 

short semi-structured interviews (one-on-one or in focus groups) both before and after the 

upcoming spring trips. Three participants responded to me by email that they were willing to be 

interviewed one-on-one, and I asked my office assistant to schedule these brief meetings. 

In early March, I conducted three interviews with participants before the week of spring 

trips. These semi-structured interviews were 15 to 20 minutes in length and were recorded by me 

on my iPhone using the VoiceMemos application. I utilized my modified semi-structured 

interview questions during these interviews. 

Days before the spring trips, I observed a front-loading presentation related to the 10th 

grade trip to Los Angeles. All 10th grade students were in attendance, as well as faculty 

chaperones. Three of my participants were included in this number. This 30-minute presentation 

was led by the DoEE and included a short EL activity meant to prepare students for the 

upcoming trip. The meeting required student engagement in the form of volunteer responses and 
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discussion in pairs. The session concluded with a review of important travel logistics by the 

DoEE and GLC. 

Phase III: Spring Trips and Post-trip Interviews 

Kaplan’s spring trips took place during the second week of March (see Table 7, p. 110), 

after which the school closed for Spring Break (March 12-20). Upon returning to campus, I 

reached out to all participants again to request follow-up interviews (one-on-one or in focus 

groups). Nine participants agreed to be interviewed one-on-one, and I followed the same 

protocol as I had with the pre-trip interviews. In total, I conducted 12 one-on-one interviews of 

nine total participants (pre-trip and post-trip) in March.  

After making audio recordings of these interviews using my iPhone’s VoiceMemos 

application, I uploaded each mp4 file to Otter AI for transcription. Once transcribed, I then 

downloaded each interview as a Microsoft Word document to my computer and uploaded these 

files to a secure Google Drive folder. I converted each file into a Google Sheets spreadsheet, 

where distinct utterances were separated out by row. I removed my comments from each 

transcript, deidentified the transcribed dialogue, and added a column where I could code each 

utterance with emergent themes. I read every interview at least three times and kept a separate 

spreadsheet where I noted emergent themes that appeared in at least three distinct participant 

interviews. I then tallied and recorded the number of utterances where a particular theme 

emerged, while also including how many participants referenced each theme. This table of 

descriptive statistics (See Table 20, p. 130) would prove useful in my later analysis of these data. 

At the end of March, I was also able to attend a trip leaders debrief meeting, led by the 

DoEE, and with grade-level coordinators in attendance. Four of my participants were in this 
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meeting. The discussion during the meeting focused on strengths and weaknesses of each trip, as 

well as future improvements. I took field notes during this meeting for later analysis. 

Phase III (continued): Faculty Presentation, Collecting Artifacts, and Final Survey 

Instruments 

In early April, after discussing with my JHU advisor, I made changes to the program 

evaluation survey instrument (Appendix K) to better reflect the actual implementation activities 

my participants experienced. I also made a minor change to the post-program survey instrument 

(Appendix L) to include the 11th grade cultural trip as an option for participants to select. In both 

cases, the initial focus of the surveys was maintained and quantitative items were not altered. 

During this month, I also became aware of integrated content and materials created by some of 

my participants—or other faculty members that they knew—related to EL at Kaplan. 

Though originally, I had hoped to have a group of participants present to the faculty in 

the late spring about their experiences related to EL at Kaplan, there was not enough time after 

the spring trips to see this plan come to fruition. In anecdotal conversations with multiple 

participants, many were concerned about their ability to plan something of substance before the 

end of the school year. Instead, in mid-April, the DoEE led an hour-long PD session for all 

faculty related to EL pedagogy and practice at Kaplan. I observed this session and took field 

notes for later analysis. 

At the end of April, I emailed all participants with two final survey instruments: the 

revised program evaluation survey and revised post-program survey. I also asked participants to 

share any lesson plans, materials, or activities that they had created—or knew that others had 

created—and that demonstrated integration of trip themes and goals with curricular objectives in 

the classroom. Two participants shared their own original work with me that was both creative 
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and integrative. Two other participants shared original work of others, some that was created by 

students and some that was created by faculty members. Work that created by students was de-

identified, and the work created by other faculty members was shared with their permission. I 

digitized all these artifacts by taking pictures (with my iPhone) and uploading these images to a 

secure Google Drive folder.  

On May 3, I sent a final email reminder to participants, before closing both final survey 

instruments on May 6, and officially concluding my program evaluation study. Eight participants 

responded to the program evaluation survey over two weeks. Eight participants also responded to 

the post-program survey over a similar two-week period.  

Following my member check protocol (discussed in Chapter 4), on May 21, I emailed 

participants with an invitation to provide their reactions, questions, and feedback on deidentified, 

partially analyzed data (both quantitative and qualitative). I compiled all quantitative data into a 

single Google Sheets spreadsheet and gave participants “view only” access. I then shared (via 

Google Drive) the raw transcripts (on Google Sheets spreadsheets) from each individual 

participant’s interview (or interviews) with that participant. Participants were only given access 

to view their own interviews. Two participants spoke with me briefly while on campus about 

these findings, but no one responded by email.  

On May 31, I shared with participants the portion of this chapter that included my 

findings, summative conclusions, and discussion. I asked again for their reactions, questions, 

and/or constructive feedback. No participants responded to my email communication, though 

one participant did meet briefly with me in person. They asked clarifying questions and indicated 

that they were looking forward to reviewing my conclusions. 
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In Table 9 below, I have outlined the actual process of implementation of my evaluation, 

including the three phases described in Chapter 4. As a measure of fidelity, the implementation 

of this study involved more than twenty hours of engagement, beyond what was originally 

expected. 

Table 9 

Program Evaluation Implementation: Phases & Time Spent 

Phase Components Time Spent 

I: Design & Preparation 

(Winter Trip Preparation & 

PD) 

Review of Secondary Data 

Pre-program survey (8 respondents) 

Meeting with DEE to plan PD & review program evaluation 

Observations: PD Sessions (x2) 

Individual work time for participants (lesson planning) 

Observation: Front-loading Advisory activity 

2 hrs. 

2 hrs. (15-20 min. ea.) 

1 hr. 

2 hrs. (45-60 min. ea.) 

3-5 hrs. 

30 min. 

Winter Trips (January 2022) Cancelled and/or postponed by SLT (Dec. 2021) 

II: Curricular Integration & 

Sharing (Spring Trip 

Preparation & Pre-Trip 

Interviews) 

Observation: Integrative lesson 

Observation: Front-loading Grade-Level Presentation 

Semi-structured interviews (x3) 

50 min. 

30 min. 

1 hr. (20 min. Ea.) 

Spring Trips (March 2022) 9th Grade Outdoor Trip to Big Bend National Park, Texas 

10th Grade Cultural Trip to Los Angeles, California 

11th Grade Cultural Trip to Deep South (Civil Rights Trip) 

6 days 

5 days 

5 days 

III. Curricular Integration 

(cont.), Sharing, & Review 

(Post-trip Interviews, Faculty 

Presentation, Collecting 

Artifacts, & Final Survey 

Instruments) 

Artifact collection 

Program evaluation participant survey (8 respondents) 

Semi-structured interviews (x9) 

Observation: Trips Debrief Meeting 

Observation: DEE’s Presentation to Faculty 

Member check outreach & electronic exchanges 

Post-program survey (8 respondents) 

2-3 hrs. 

2 hrs. (15-20 min. ea.) 

1 ½ -2 hrs. (20-30 min. (ea.) 

1 hr. 

1 hr. 

1-3 hrs. 

2 hrs. (15-20 min. ea.) 

 

In Table 10 below, I have listed significant changes to my study by including information 

related to the original planned study elements, any changes, new study elements, and any 

impacts overall. 
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Table 10 

Program Evaluation Plan: Changes & Impacts 

Original Elements Change New Elements Impacts 

Collect data related to 9th and 

10th grade Winter Trips & 9th 

and 10th grade Spring Trips 

Cancellation of Winter Trips 

due to COVID-19 

Collected data related to 9th, 

10th, and 11th grade Spring 

Trips only 

Faculty chaperone 

reassignments; new data 

sources  

Collect data related to two 

trips in particular:  

9th Grade Outdoor Trip to 

Big Bend National Park, 

Texas 

10th Grade Cultural Trip to 

Los Angeles, California 

 

After cancellation of Winter 

Trips, two participants were 

assigned to the 11th Grade 

Spring Cultural Trip to Deep 

South (Civil Rights Trip) 

Broadened scope of study to 

include 11th Grade Cultural 

Trip 

Gathered data related to the 

11th Grade Cultural Trip, 

providing additional 

perspective for analysis of 

Kaplan’s El program overall 

Conduct and study five hour-

long PD sessions in the fall 

Impacts of COVID-19 result 

in participant hesitancy and 

scheduling challenges 

Studied two PD sessions 

(one 60-minutes, and one 90-

minutes) in the fall 

Less structured PD directly 

associated with this study; no 

creation of PD by the 

researcher 

Administer post-program 

survey 

After cancellation of Winter 

Trips, some participants 

were assigned to other trips 

Addition to demographic 

section of survey to include 

option for participants to 

select 11th grade trip 

Minor and grammatical 

Observe participant 

presentation to faculty in the 

spring 

Due to time constraints and 

participant hesitancy, 

participants did not present 

to faculty. DoEE (a 

participant) decided to 

present instead. 

Kaplan’s DoEE gave a 60-

min presentation related to 

EL program improvements 

and pedagogy to all faculty 

Any teacher-led 

presentations were 

postponed until the 2022-

2023 school year 

 

Findings 

In the section that follows, I will review the data collected in this study. I will organize 

my presentation of these data by type: quantitative and qualitative. In the next section, utilizing a 

mixed methods approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), I will integrate these data and discuss 

my conclusions. 
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Quantitative Findings 

I collected quantitative data in four Likert scale survey instruments, including pre-

program and post-program surveys, exit ticket surveys, and a program evaluation survey. I will 

review the data collected using each of these instruments in the section below.  

Pre-program Survey 

Both the pre-program (Appendix F) and post-program surveys included the same twenty 

Likert scale questions, grouped by three constructs: best practices, curriculum and resource 

design, and participant responsiveness to PD. According to the results of the pre-program survey, 

participants indicated that they felt moderately confident in explaining or demonstrating the 

value of EL as a best practice in education. Notably, most participants did not consider EL to be 

well-integrated within classroom curricula at Kaplan (Q. 2). Similarly, some participants 

indicated that they did not feel confident integrating EL (Q. 18).  I have included the questions of 

this survey, grouped by construct, along with descriptive statistics, in Table 11. In Table 12, I 

have included the findings by construct. 

Table 11 

Pre-program Survey: Likert Scale Responses 

Q. # Construct Likert-scale Item Mean Median Mode Range 

1 Best Practices 

I feel comfortable explaining what experiential learning 
is—both as a concept and as a teaching practice—to 
others. 4.1 4 4 2 

2 Best Practices 

Activities, themes, and values from experiential learning 
trips at this school are well-integrated within my own 
classroom curriculum. 2.8 3 4 3 

3 Best Practices 

Experiential learning is a strategy that works in the 
classroom just as well as it does off-campus (for example, 
on trips). 3.9 4.5 5 3 

4 Best Practices I understand the “Kolb Cycle” of experiential learning. 3.5 3.5 3 4 

5 Best Practices Experiential learning supports critical thinking in students. 4.6 5 5 2 

6 Best Practices 
Experiential learning supports character development in 
students. 4.8 5 5 2 
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Q. # Construct Likert-scale Item Mean Median Mode Range 

7 Best Practices 
Experiential learning supports the development of a social 
justice mindset in students. 4.5 5 5 2 

8 Best Practices 
Experiential learning, or “learning by doing,” helps make 
learning more meaningful for students. 4.9 5 5 1 

9 Best Practices 
I see myself as an experiential learning facilitator or co-
facilitator. 4.1 4 4 2 

10 Best Practices 

For experiential learning strategies to be successful, 
facilitators or co-facilitators must have a good 
understanding of experiential learning theory and best 
practices. 4.6 5 5 3 

13 Best Practices 
I often reference or utilize experiential learning strategies 
in my teaching. 4.3 5 5 3 

20 Best Practices 
I am willing to share what I’ve learned in my teaching 
practice with other teachers. 4.6 5 5 1 

12 
Curriculum & 
Resource Design 

I have experience designing or co-designing experiential 
learning lessons or activities. 4.5 5 5 3 

18 
Curriculum & 
Resource Design 

I feel confident integrating experiential learning best 
practices into my teaching. 3.9 4 4 3 

19 
Curriculum & 
Resource Design 

I enjoy creating (or re-creating) new classroom materials 
and/or lesson plans. 4.3 4.5 5 2 

11 
Responsiveness to 
PD 

Related training or professional development is essential 
for an experiential learning facilitator/co-facilitator to be 
successful. 4.4 5 5 2 

14 
Responsiveness to 
PD I see myself as an active, life-long learner. 4.9 5 5 1 

15 
Responsiveness to 
PD 

I typically find professional development related to 
experiential learning theory and practice helpful or 
engaging. 4.4 4.5 5 2 

16 
Responsiveness to 
PD 

I enjoy participating in professional collaboration related 
to experiential learning with my colleagues. 4.6 5 5 2 

17 
Responsiveness to 
PD 

My own professional learning related to experiential 
learning positively impacts the learning of my students. 4.5 5 5 2 

Note: 1= false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat true, 5 = true 

 

Table 12 

Pre-program Survey: Findings by Construct 

Construct Mean Median Mode Range 

Best Practices 4.2 4.5 4.6 2.3 

Curriculum & Resource Design 4.2 4.5 4.7 2.7 

Responsiveness to PD 4.6 4.9 5.0 1.8 

Note: 1= false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat true, 5 = true 
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Post-program Survey 

In comparing the quantitative data collected in the pre-program survey to that collected in 

the post-program survey (Appendix L), I was able to note increases (by at least half a point) in 

multiple areas. To evaluate the statistical significance of these data sets, I conducted a two-tailed, 

paired T-Test of the Likert scale mean scores for all questions. The result of this T-Test was 

p=0.0000572951, confirming statistical significance in the difference between the pre-survey 

results and the post-survey results. I also conducted three two-tailed, paired T-Tests of the means 

by construct. For the construct of best practices, the T-Test result was p=0.007444. For the 

construct of curriculum and resource design, the T-Test result was p=0.133333. For the construct 

of responsiveness to PD, the T-Test result was p=0.013236. These values were all less than the 

critical value, representing measured statistical significance between these three constructs. 

Overall, the results of the pre-post survey instrument demonstrated significant increases 

in all three constructs. According to these findings, at the conclusion of this program evaluation, 

participants were more convinced that EL strategy works (Q. 3), had a better understanding of 

EL theory, such as the Kolb cycle (Q. 4), had greater self-efficacy in their role as EL co-

facilitators (Q. 9), further underscored their desire for more training (Q. 11), expressed greater 

confidence with curricular integration of EL themes and goals (Q. 18), and demonstrated more 

enjoyment in creating materials relevant to integration and classroom learning (Q. 19). I have 

again included the survey items, corresponding constructs, and descriptive statistics in Table 13 

below. In Table 14, I have included findings by construct. 
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Table 13 

Post-program Survey: Likert Scale Responses 

Q. # Construct Likert Scale Item Mean Median Mode Range 

1 Best Practices 

I feel comfortable explaining what experiential learning 

is—both as a concept and as a teaching practice—to 

others. 4.8 5 5 1 

2 Best Practices 

Activities, themes, and values from experiential learning 

trips at this school are well-integrated within my own 

classroom curriculum. 3.1 3 3 4 

3 Best Practices 

Experiential learning is a strategy that works in the 

classroom just as well as it does off-campus (for 

example, on trips). 4.5 5 5 2 

4 Best Practices I understand the “Kolb Cycle” of experiential learning. 4.3 4.5 5 2 

5 Best Practices 

Experiential learning supports critical thinking in 

students. 4.9 5 5 1 

6 Best Practices 

Experiential learning supports character development in 

students. 5 5 5 0 

7 Best Practices 
Experiential learning supports the development of a 

social justice mindset in students. 4.8 5 5 2 

8 Best Practices 

Experiential learning, or “learning by doing,” helps make 

learning more meaningful for students. 5 5 5 0 

9 Best Practices 

I see myself as an experiential learning facilitator or co-

facilitator. 4.8 5 5 1 

10 Best Practices 

For experiential learning strategies to be successful, 

facilitators or co-facilitators must have a good 

understanding of experiential learning theory and best 

practices. 4.5 5 5 2 

13 Best Practices 

I often reference or utilize experiential learning strategies 

in my teaching. 4 4 3,5 2 

20 Best Practices 

I am willing to share what I’ve learned in my teaching 

practice with other teachers. 4.8 5 5 1 

12 

Curriculum & 

Resource Design 

I have experience designing or co-designing experiential 

learning lessons or activities. 4.6 5 5 2 

18 

Curriculum & 

Resource Design 

I feel confident integrating experiential learning best 

practices into my teaching. 4.6 5 5 1 

19 

Curriculum &  

Resource Design 

I enjoy creating (or re-creating) new classroom materials 

and/or lesson plans. 4.8 5 5 2 

11 Responsiveness to PD 

Related training or professional development is essential 

for an experiential learning facilitator/co-facilitator to be 

successful. 4.9 5 5 1 

14 Responsiveness to PD I see myself as an active, life-long learner. 5 5 5 0 

15 Responsiveness to PD 

I typically find professional development related to 

experiential learning theory and practice helpful or 

engaging. 4.8 5 5 1 
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Q. # Construct Likert Scale Item Mean Median Mode Range 

16 Responsiveness to PD 

I enjoy participating in professional collaboration related 

to experiential learning with my colleagues. 4.8 5 5 2 

17 Responsiveness to PD 

My own professional learning related to experiential 

learning positively impacts the learning of my students. 4.8 5 5 2 

Note: 1= false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat true, 5 = true 

 

Table 14 

Post-program Survey: Findings by Construct 

Construct Mean Median Mode Range 

Best Practices 4.5 4.7 4.8 1.5 

Curriculum & Resource Design 4.7 5.0 5.0 1.7 

Responsiveness to PD 4.9 5.0 5.0 1.2 

Note: 1= false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat true, 5 = true 

Exit Ticket Surveys 

Based on the data that I collected in the two exit ticket surveys (Appendix G), 

participants were largely positive about the PD implemented during this program evaluation. 

Unfortunately, due to factors discussed earlier, only two PD sessions took place—but the 

feedback that I received through these surveys was nonetheless informative. One exit ticket 

survey followed a 10th grade team meeting (PD/ET 1) and the other followed the ISEEN training 

(PD/ET 2). In three Likert scale survey items, participants were asked to rate each PD in terms of 

how engaging it was, how enjoyable it was to collaborate, and how valuable the PD was for 

student learning. I have included tables of descriptive statistics for both surveys in Table 15 and 

16.  
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Table 15 

Exit Ticket Survey: 10th Grade Team Meeting (Dec. 1, 2021) 

Q. # Likert Scale Item Mean Median Mode Range 

1 I found today’s session meaningful and engaging.  4.3 4 4 1 

2 

I enjoyed working with my colleagues in collaborative professional 

development. 5 5 5 0 

3 

The work that I/we completed today will have a positive impact on student 

learning.  5 5 5 0 

Note: 1= false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat true, 5 = true 

 

Table 16 

Exit Ticket Survey: ISEEN Training (Dec. 7, 2021) 

Q. # Likert Scale Item Mean Median Mode Range 

1 I found today’s session meaningful and engaging.  3.5 3.5 2,3,4,5 3 

2 

I enjoyed working with my colleagues in collaborative professional 

development. 5 5 5 0 

3 

The work that I/we completed today will have a positive impact on student 

learning.  4.3 5 5 3 

Note: 1= false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat true, 5 = true 

 

It is worth noting that after the ISEEN PD (PD 2) in early December, participants 

demonstrated a broader range of responses when asked if the training was meaningful and 

engaging (Q. 1). 

Program Evaluation Survey 

In the program evaluation survey (Appendix K) administered at the end of the study, 

participants were asked to reflect on the efficacy of the program overall. At least six participants 

indicated that they attended PD in the last year, though not necessarily related to this program 
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evaluation study. The survey included nine Likert scale questions, and each item was connected 

to a construct: best practices, curriculum and resource design, and participant responsiveness to 

PD. I have included the survey questions and corresponding constructs, along with measures of 

central tendency in Table 17. I have also included findings by construct in Table 18. 

Table 17 

Program Evaluation Survey: Likert Scale Responses 

Q. # Construct Likert Scale Item Mean Median Mode Range 

4 Best Practices 

Improvements to school-wide curricula are best made in 

collaboration with other teachers. 4.9 5 5 1 

9 Best Practices 

I believe that students (in the grade level that I traveled 

with) can successfully identify the grade-level 

experiential learning theme or question. 3.3 3 3 4 

5 

Curriculum & 

Resource Design 

I have been able to successfully integrate themes and 

goals from the spring trip in my classroom curricula. 3.5 4 4 4 

6 

Curriculum & 

Resource Design 

I am aware of teachers that have or will integrate themes 

and goals from the spring trip in their classroom 

curricula. 3.9 4 5 3 

1 Responsiveness to PD 

The professional development around experiential 

learning that I attended in the last year helped me grow 

as an educator. 4.1 4 5 2 

2 Responsiveness to PD 

The professional development that I participated in 

helped me grow as an experiential learning co-facilitator 

(chaperone). 4.4 5 5 2 

3 Responsiveness to PD 

I enjoyed collaborating with my colleagues during this 

professional development. 4.7 5 5 1 

7 Responsiveness to PD 

Overall, the professional development that teachers 

participated in last year made the spring trips more 

meaningful for students. 4 4 3,5 2 

8 Responsiveness to PD 

My participation in professional development over the 

last year has had a positive impact on student learning. 4.4 4.5 5 2 

Note: 1= false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat true, 5 = true 

 

 

 

 



 
 

124 
 

Table 18 

Program Evaluation Survey: Findings by Construct 

Construct Mean Median Mode Range 

Best Practices 4.1 4 4 2.5 

Curriculum & Resource Design 3.7 4 4.5 3.5 

Responsiveness to PD 4.3 4.5 5 1.8 

Note: 1= false, 2 = somewhat false, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat true, 5 = true 

 

According to the quantitative results of this survey, participants were moderately positive 

when asked if curriculum integration was happening at Kaplan (Q.5, Q.6), though neutral when 

asked if grade-level thematic questions were integrated in classrooms (Q. 9). When compared to 

findings by construct in the pre-survey and post-survey, though participants generally expressed 

belief that curricular integration of EL is valuable, they were on average barely above neutral in 

indicating that this integration is taking place at Kaplan. Participants were, at the same time, 

generally positive about PD and its impact on the growth, pedagogy, and practice. Additionally, 

participants indicated that they believed collaboration was an essential best practice of ongoing 

improvement work at Kaplan (Q. 4). 

Qualitative Findings  

As indicated in the previous chapter, I utilized an exploratory design for this program 

evaluation, because most of the data collected were qualitative in nature (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011). These data were collected through online survey instruments, notes from field 

observations, transcripts of semi-structured interviews, and artifacts created by participants. I 

will discuss each of these data sets in turn in the section below. 
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Exit Ticket Surveys 

The exit ticket survey (Appendix G) included an optional open response survey item. 

Four participants, responding in both exit ticket surveys (ET 1, ET 2), shared that more clarity 

was needed around school expectations related to being an EL facilitator, travel details and 

logistics, and specific trip activities and/or programming. One participant summed up these 

concerns in their short answer response: 

While I appreciate how much energy we are putting into thinking big, I am wishing there 

was more information on practical logistics and chaperone expectations. One 

conversation [that] I would think would have been (or would be) beneficial is about 

working [toward] what I have called a “united front.” In addition to having a clearer 

sense of the school’s expectations for chaperones, I think it would be helpful to have 

some pre-trip time devoted to working as a team of adults... I love the collaborative 

environment, but I would also love some more firmly set structure (rather than co-created 

structure). (ET 2) 

Some participants also indicated that they had some confusion related to curricular integration, 

and what defines effective EL strategy. That said, all participants indicated that both PD sessions 

were valuable for them as trip chaperones. 

Field Observations 

Over the course of this study, I conducted seven field observations related to the 

implementation of EL trips at Kaplan, including observations of an integrative classroom lesson, 

PD sessions for chaperones, a front-loading Advisory activity for students, a post-trip debrief 

meeting, and presentations to faculty and students by Kaplan’s DoEE. During these observations, 
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I was able to note strategies for integration of EL themes and goals within classroom curriculum, 

modes for effective PD, and participant responsiveness.  

I have listed these field observations in Table19, where each observation serves as 

evidence within a modified FiNE (field trips in natural environments) framework (Tal et al., 

2014; Alon & Tal, 2017). The components of this framework are planning, pedagogy, and 

activity, and each component has related subcomponents. Evidence related to these categories is 

included in my discussion that follows. 

Table 19 

Modified FiNE Framework: Observational Evidence 

Component (Layer) Subcomponents Observational Evidence 

Planning Integrative Lesson Design 

EL Connection to Curriculum 

Integrative Lesson (1/7/22) 

DEE’s Presentation to Faculty (4/11/22) 

Pedagogy Clarifying the Goals of Learning 

Utilizing EL Theory 

Referencing Grade-Level Themes 

Connection to EL Trip 

Teacher’s Role in Lesson 

PD session with 10th grade chaperones (12/1/21) 

PD session with ISEEN (12/7/21) 

Grade-Level Presentation to Students (3/1/22) 

Front-loading Advisory activity (12/7/21) 

Integrative Lesson (1/7/22) 

Activity Teacher Responsiveness to PD 

Active Learning 

Peer Leadership 

PD session with ISEEN (12/7/21) 

PD session with 10th grade chaperones (12/1/21) 

Trips Debrief Meeting (3/23/22) 

 

Planning. Planning, as a layer of this framework, includes two subcomponents: 

integrative lesson design and the connection of EL to classroom curricula. I collected data in my 

observations that related to both these subcomponents. One participant enacted an integrative 

lesson related to the upcoming 10th grade trip to LA, where the teacher sought to model EL 

pedagogy while students explored an art museum. This participant created an interactive lesson 

designed to help students answer the question: “What’s the difference between an artist and a 

curator?” (Participant 5). The teacher utilized an online art museum collection of a museum that 
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was on the Los Angeles trip itinerary, and one that the students would eventually visit in person. 

This integrative lesson included aspects of a Kolb cycle (Kolb, 1984), where students were given 

an experience in real-time and then asked to reflect on that experience for future application. 

In the DoEE’s summative presentation to faculty, they articulated how and why EL should be 

connected to classroom curricula. They also referenced recent student post-trip surveys that 

indicated that students at Kaplan are eager for these connections. The DoEE shared that an 

increasing number of faculty members are seeking to incorporate EL theory and pedagogy in the 

classroom, and shared enthusiasm for possibilities in the upcoming school year. During their 

presentation, they shared about their own experience at an ISEEN training in the early spring, 

where they attended PD for school directors of EL. The DoEE described a challenging 

experience, where they were pushed enough to facilitate growth. They used this story to illustrate 

underlying value of EL at Kaplan: “If you choose something that’s hard enough that you have to 

change in order to get it, you can make a lot of progress” (Participant 10). 

Pedagogy. As a component or layer, pedagogy refers to how a trip chaperone and/or 

teacher clarifies the goals of learning, utilizes EL theory, references grade-level themes, makes 

connections to EL trip, and what their role in executing a lesson should be. My observations 

highlighted all these aspects of pedagogy. In a meeting with 10th grade trip chaperones (PD 1), 

the DoEE and the trip leader led a pre-trip workshop for other participants reviewing the goals of 

the trip. Both trip leaders answered questions related to programming and the travel itinerary. 

The DoEE also referenced a book related to the themes and programing of the upcoming trip 

(which had been purchased by the school for all chaperones) and encouraged attendees to read 

and reflect on the book. The DoEE then modeled an EL pedagogical strategy for attendees. 

Referencing design theory, the DoEE described a narrative arc and defined “flat moments” in 
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students’ learning experiences. The DoEE challenged chaperones to “make flat moments 

rounder” through intentional design and asked each attendee to brainstorm methods and plan to 

implement one such strategy during the upcoming trip. 

The PD session led by ISEEN in early December (PD 2) was also a chance for me to 

observe EL theory and pedagogy in practice. Four of my participants were in attendance for this 

virtual PD, and three? were engaged throughout the 90-minute training. Among the topics 

emphasized was that of reflection, and its importance to a robust EL cycle. One participant 

synthesized part of this conversation: 

For me, I think it's super important to make sure that the kids always connect personally 

with whatever it is that we're doing with experiential education. Because even if it is a 

super exciting experience, if [students] don't have the chance to reflect on why that is 

important to them, how they are a part of the greater world outside of their school, 

outside of their homes, it’s just not thinking as deeply. (Participant 4, PD 2) 

A few participants talked about the need for norms around expectations and planning, and the 

ISEEN leaders affirmed this need. In particular, one participant made a connection to a 

classroom management strategy: “I know a lot of us use norms in our classrooms—and 

sometimes have the students come up with the norms. So there's common language. I don't think 

this is a thing that Kaplan has done on grade-level trips” (Participant 10, PD 2). Following on the 

conversation around norms, the ISEEN facilitators led a discussion around curricular integration. 

One participant shared their desire to better integrate the themes of the Los Angeles trip with 

content in their classroom, but was concerned about timing and best practices:  

So I'm thinking about integrating with English, and I have an idea—but the book [that is 

related to my idea], I'm not going to do [this book] until the end of the year. So is there a 
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time limit where this [kind of curricular integration] stops being as effective? Or is it 

good that my... book is where it is... and that's not a bad thing?” (Participant 5, PD 2) 

During a grade-level presentation to 10th grade students, the DoEE referenced grade-level 

question (Figure 6) in the subject matter of the presentation. Without explicitly mentioning the 

question itself, they led an activity for students related to perception and perspective. Using an 

image of an optical illusion, the DoEE asked students, “What do you see when you first look? 

What do we see when we look closer?” (Participant 10). Students offered verbal suggestions, to 

which the presenter responded and connected this exercise to the upcoming goals of the trip to 

LA. The DoEE modeled for students—and for trip chaperones (and study participants) who were 

present—how to engage in reflection, and by extension, encouraged chaperones (as EL 

facilitators) to model similar reflective leadership while on the trip. 

Activity. According to my modified FiNE framework (Table 19, p. 126), activity is 

expressed by three subcomponents: teacher responsiveness to PD, evidence of active learning, 

and peer leadership related to EL facilitation. By in large, I observed participants responding to 

this collaborative program evaluation with curiosity, engagement, and reflectiveness. In a front-

loading Advisory activity for 10th grade students, the leading participant implemented a 

minilesson around themes related to the upcoming trip to Los Angeles. Afterwards, during a 

short post-activity follow up conversation, this participant told me that these kinds of activities 

were important to prepare students for “the learning experience that is the trip” (Participant 4). 

In late March, I observed a team debrief meeting facilitated by Kaplan’s DoEE where trip 

leaders were in attendance (including four study participants). The meeting mostly focused 

evaluative comments about PD, strategies for active learning while on trips, and opportunities for 

collaborative problem-solving. The DoEE asked each attendee to list strengths and weaknesses 
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of the trips, and the group had a lively and thoughtful discussion around the similarities and 

differences of these observations. Mutiple attendees also discussed the need for greater clarity 

around norms of behavior, and the desire for more PD related to each trip in the future.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 

In twelve semi-structured interviews, participants discussed with me topics that were 

relevant to the goals of this study. Though participant responses did follow and address questions 

specifically asked by me, participants chose to spend more time discussing certain topics. In 

Table 20 below, I have listed emergent themes identified by me in these interviews. I have also 

included the total number of references for each theme, as well as the total number of 

participants who individually referenced any particular theme. Based on my findings, 

participants were most interested in discussing factors related to the role of being an EL 

facilitator at Kaplan. Moreover, all participants wanted to talk about the need for (or lack of) pre-

trip preparation, purposed planning of EL programming, how a trip met (or did not meet) stated 

goals. Far and away, the most referenced topic was that of curricular integration. 

Table 20 

Semi-Structured Interviews: Emergent Themes 

Emergent Theme 

Total number of 

references 

Number of participants 

who referenced theme 

Role as EL co-facilitator and/or leader (i.e. chaperones) 28 9 

Pre-trip preparation for EL co-facilitators (i.e. chaperones) 26 9 

Purposeful planning of EL programming 25 9 

Meeting trip goals 23 9 

PD related to EL 23 8 

Focus on student experience, learning & growth 20 8 

Post-trip follow-up for students 15 8 

Focus on curricular integration 35 7 

Pre-trip front-loading for students 16 7 
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Emergent Theme 

Total number of 

references 

Number of participants 

who referenced theme 

Collaboration with partners 11 7 

Integration of grade level thematic question in programming 9 7 

Understanding of EL theory & pedagogy 19 6 

Importance of reflection to efficacy of EL programming 19 6 

Significance of prior experience with EL pedagogy and practice 10 6 

Future program improvements 8 6 

Creation of lesson plans, materials, and/or activities 18 5 

Impacts of COVID-19 to programming 11 5 

Concerns & constraints 9 5 

Motivations related to PD 6 5 

 

In discussing the importance of curricular integration, one participant emphasized the role of EL 

in making classroom learning more understandable for students: “There's lots of context. The trip 

provided context for pretty much everything that I'm [teaching about] the civil rights movement, 

specifically” (Participant 1). Another participant stressed the need for thoughtful, coordinated 

collaboration in making curricular integration effective and across-the-board:  

Maybe it's just me, but it feels surface level. It's not going anywhere deeper. I think 

English has ample opportunity to do something. But we're not doing it. There's ample 

opportunity in History. We're not doing it. The journal [that we created for 9th grade] is 

all [related to] Judaics [class]. But what it really comes down to is communication—

communicating what we're doing. (Participant 2) 

Multiple participants expressed their interest making a greater effort in the future to integrate 

classros and the trips. One participant referenced the work of other teachers, before sharing their 

own ideas for integration:  

[One teacher who went on the Big Bend trip] has a lot of knowledge about archaeology 

and geology. And another teacher, who is a biology teacher, had the students create a 

plant guide, and an animal guide, prior to the trip. In what ways can we maybe instead of 
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just doing a plant and animal guide, can we also do a guide for what they can expect to 

see as far as the rock formations, the fossils? And then, as a literary scholar [myself], 

there's so much work and inspiration, especially in the Romantic period... about 

naturalism in nature. So how can I maybe pick some poems that the kids can read and 

study before to help them get in the spirit of it before they go on the trip? (Participant 7) 

The need for pre-trip preparation was another topic that participants wanted to discuss with me at 

length. Some participants felt that they were adequately prepared as a trip chaperone. Other 

participants felt that they needed to be more prepared. One participant, who traveled to Los 

Angeles with the 10th grade class, shared their perspective on pre-trip preparation:  

I was a little unprepared. I mean, on paper, I could see that our trip was going to be 

heavy. I was unprepared for the pace, which was intense... I think that would have been 

better to have been a little bit more prepared for the fact that we would have [so much 

serious programming] in one day, as opposed to like, separate it out with a little bit of 

processing time in between. (Participant 9) 

Similarly, all participants stressed the need for purposeful planning of school trips. Some 

participants felt involved in this planning, and others did not. Most participants saw evidence of 

some thoughtful planning in advance of the trips, but most felt that improvements were in order. 

A participant who traveled with the 10th grade class believed that more could have been done to 

prepare chaperones:  

I wish we could have done [more purposeful planning]. Really going over the vocabulary 

that was being used on the trip... like what does “BIPOC” [black, indigenous, or people 

of color] mean? Or “unsheltered”? A word bank [would have been] a way we could have 
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framed [the experience] and empowered the students with the correct language. 

(Participant 6) 

Illustrating this desire for more intentionality in planning, one participant articulated their desire 

to understand the EL theory behind making certain programmatic choices: 

I'm at a stage [as a Kaplan trip leader] ... where I just organically know what works. And 

I would love to get to a point where I actually know what works... For example, we did 

a... hike [on the first day]. That was fine. And then our second day hike was absolutely 

brutal. It was physically seven miles in the desert, [and] the sun was beating down on us. 

We survived it. We camped out that night... [and] felt like we survived something. The 

next day, the kids floated [down the river and then] did these shorter hikes. And they 

all—after that day was over—[were] like, “I love this day!” This was great. They were 

bonding. And I was just like, in my head, “We did something, [but] I don't know what we 

did.” (Participant 2) 

When asked about meeting trip goals, most participants responded that they believed that these 

goals were generally met. For example, one participant told me that the two major goals of the 

9th grade Big Bend trip were “bonding” and “acclimation” (Participant 3). This participant shared 

with me why they considered the trip an overall success:  

I do think that [the students] bonded, [and] I think that some kids had some growing 

opportunities that they weren't expecting... I do think that most kids came away feeling 

like they were included, and they were making new friendships. But there were some 

[students] that really did struggle, [trying to] figure out, “How do I make friends?” One 

student that I talked to, it was the same conversation... [I said to the student,] “You get 

out what you put in.” And that was something that I reminded her of several times during 
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the trip: “You have put yourself out there... [and] let people in.” It was a big growing 

experience [for this student]. (Participant 3) 

In contrast, another participant admitted that they did not even know the grade-level thematic 

question and could not speak to the success of the trip vis-a-vis meeting trip goals. One 

participant, when asked if the goals for the 11th grade cultural trip were met, responded with an 

answer, and then a series of questions: 

Was that the goal that we were trying to meet? Did we do what we thought that you 

thought we should do? And what about the other trips? The outdoor trips? What are the 

goals for those trips? And how does [my classroom content] fit in there? If at all? How do 

we can we or should we? I don't know the answer to that either. (Participant 8) 

Program evaluation survey 

In the first section of the program evaluation survey (Appendix K), there was a short 

open response item where participants could identify and describe any PD that they attended in 

the past year. Three participants cited PD with ISEEN, and two participants referenced PD led by 

Kaplan’s DoEE. 

Artifacts 

I collected materials created by two participants over the course of this evaluation study, 

which are described below. Some additional resources collected were second-hand, meaning that 

they were not directly created by one of my participants.  

One participant shared examples of de-identified student responses to reflection 

questions. These student responses indicated awareness of the trip goals and were evidence of 

EL best practice around reflection and metacognition. Another participant referenced the work of 

a teacher to create science field notebooks for their biology students. Other participants 
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mentioned their awareness of this notebook and shared that they observed it being used by 

students while on the Big Bend trip. A participant shared a copy of the science field notebook 

with me. 

One participant created a reflective journal for the 9th grade trip to Big Bend (Figure 5). 

This 32-page journal was printed for each student and was designed to utilize an online platform 

called Rocket Book to facilitate easy digitization of student entries. This journal was used during 

the week of the Big Bend trip and was later referenced in an Advisory activity when the students 

returned to school. Part of this activity involved having students digitize their journals. This 

participant had already created a similar journal for the 9th grade weekend retreat (in the early 

fall), and plans—in collaboration with the DoEE—to create similar journals for other grade-level 

EL trips in the future. 
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Figure 6 

Examples “Curated Travel Sketchbooks” work 

   

Summary of Integrated Findings 

Having reviewed quantitative and qualitative findings, I will now discuss the integrated 

findings following a mixed methods, integrative approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In the 

previous chapter, I listed six research questions under categories related to both process of 

implementation and expected outcomes. Using these six research questions as subheadings, I will 

share the integrated findings from my analysis of the data. 

Research Question 1: To what extent was the evaluation implemented with fidelity as 

planned? 

In spite of significant circumstantial factors beyond my control, this collaborative 

program evaluation was implemented with a high degree of fidelity. As mentioned earlier, I was 

able to record close to twenty-five hours of engagement (Table 9, p. 115). I was able to honor the 

spirit of my proposed program evaluation (Chapter 4) by partnering with participants, learning 

from them, and uncovering findings that will support ongoing, scalable improvements at Kaplan.  
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The impacts of COVID-19 on this study were cited by some participants (Table 20, p. 

130) as consequential—and certainly led to significant changes to my implementation plan. As 

discussed earlier, the spread of both the Delta and Omicron variants of COVID-19 resulted in 

participant hesitancy around implementation and trip cancelations and/or postponements. 

Kaplan’s DoEE described the impacts of these changes, and the relevance of what was 

accomplished in spite of COVID-19 to the future of EL programming: 

COVID sort of threw us for a loop. Originally, we were really thoughtful about which 

chaperones we put on [each] trip... [and] we started to do some work with them about our 

role versus the role of the [partner] organization on the ground... And then we had to like 

mix up the chaperones a little bit... only a handful of those chaperones ended up being the 

actual chaperones [for the trip to LA]. But I think our instincts were right on, like some of 

the stuff work we needed to do to front-load. And because we were doing it... and starting 

to implement it. I think we can do it again next year, and even better. (Participant 10) 

Essentially, though there were significant changes to the original program evaluation plan (Table 

10, p. 116), I was able to evaluate and analyze the work of ongoing improvements to EL at 

Kaplan with fidelity. 

Research Question 2: In what ways did participants respond to the evaluation? 

Participants generally responded positively to this program evaluation. As discussed 

earlier, most participants were actively engaged in this study for the duration. They completed 

survey instruments when asked, agreed to participate in interviews, allowed me to observe them 

in the classroom, and shared original lesson plans and classroom materials with me. Overall, 

participants demonstrated a reflective, open-minded attitude toward PD and programmatic 

improvements. Following Guskey (2002), teachers were pragmatic about PD and highlighted the 
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role of teacher learning in boosting their own confidence and improving student learning. One 

participant articulated this growth-focused mindset: 

I'm going to get better at my job... I don't like showing up and then feeling unprepared. It 

personally makes me feel panicked. I get nervous... So, for me professional development 

is about figuring out what I don't know. And so even if I'm not able to answer every 

question ahead of time, at least anticipating what the common questions are and what the 

common issues will be ahead of time just makes me feel that much more in control. I feel 

like I'm better able to tailor the lessons to my students, and they're less confused. It's just 

prep work, just working ahead. To make my job easier. (Participant 7) 

In exit ticket surveys, some participants mentioned that though they found collaboration 

and PD with their colleagues to be meaningful, they wanted to see more attention paid to trip 

logistics and programmatic details. This concern was reiterated in some interviews with 

participants. Overall, participants responded to this collaborative program evaluation with a 

willingness to engage in conversation, and an eagerness to share perceptions, ideas, and 

resources. 

Research Question 3: In what ways did participants as co-designers perceive the quality of 

delivery of the evaluation? 

Participants underscored the importance of collaboration in making school-wide 

curricular improvements, and most enjoyed this professional collaboration (Table 17, p. 123). 

Four participants evidenced their role as co-designers and made a point to check in with me 

frequently to share artifacts, discuss ongoing improvements, or ask questions related to my 

research. Following Guskey (2002), teachers also drew a line of connection between PD and 
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positive student learning outcomes in the classroom. One participant shared a trip experience 

where this connection was evident: 

Students got a lot out of the [trip] itself... [and] I'm wondering if I could do if I could 

 capture some of that energy in a place that's maybe closer to home. One of the big 

 surprises [for me] was actually not related to the [trip], but an event we did the day before 

  where the students got together and got to practice photography skills. And I discovered 

 that [this activity] actually filled a need for them to practice photography [in class]... 

 (Participant 7) 

Moreover, in data collected through survey instruments, participants indicated that they 

found PD related to EL meaningful (Table 17, p. 123 and most participants discussed the 

importance of such targeted PD during semi-structured interviews (Table 20, p. 130). In their 

responses, participants underscored the quality of this program evaluation and evidenced their 

own investment and engagement. One participant shared their excitement moving forward after 

all they learned this past year: 

I think we have opportunities weekly, if not every day to include experiential education 

in the classroom. I am not at the level that I personally want to be at yet, because it is 

difficult to overhaul what you're used to doing to include this new thing. But what I 

learned in the professional development [related to EL] last year is that you don't have to 

make changes that are very big, just including more reflection opportunities is already 

something that would feel more like experiential education, because you're bringing it 

back to the kid themselves, instead of just this textbook, this lesson, this country or 

whatever. (Participant 4) 
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As a measure of the quality of this program evaluation, participants’ self-efficacy 

increased over the course of this study. This was evidenced by comparing results from the pre-

program (Tables 11 & 12, p. 118) and post-program surveys (Tables 13 & 14, p. 120), exit ticket 

surveys (Tables 15 & 16, p. 121-122), and by analyzing the program evaluation survey (Tables 

17 & 18, p. 123). Most participants indicated that they experienced growth by way of their 

participation in the study and in related PD, and importantly, could identify related positive 

student learning outcomes. There was also a significant increase in participants’ positive feelings 

about PD in general between the pre-program and post-program surveys. The same was true as it 

relates to participants’ comfort level in understanding EL theory and best practices. On all survey 

instruments, participants indicated that collaboration with colleagues was something that they 

both enjoyed and found necessary to successful integrative work. 

Research Question 4: What changes, if any, to classroom curricula were made by participants, 

and were these changes consistent with EL theory as emphasized in the PD and/or reflective of 

Kaplan’s vision for EL programing? 

I was able to note changes to classroom curricula in at least three cases. One participant 

planned a lesson designed to front-load an experience on an upcoming trip. This lesson was 

experiential and prioritized reflection. Another participant referenced an assignment created by 

another teacher (who was not a participant) and shared a copy of this assignment with me. One 

participant created materials that were intentionally designed to integrate the themes of the trip 

within their classroom curriculum (see Figure 6, p. 136). 

Multiple participants shared their desire to plan for new or better changes to the 

classroom in the future. It is important to note once again that, except for one participant, all 

participants were new to the trip that they chaperoned. Six participants had never traveled on a 
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Kaplan spring trip before. This fact may explain why most of the discussion around curricular 

integration was aspirational.  

Interestingly, some participants indicated that they could identify specific references to 

grade level thematic questions (Table 3, p. 77) in the planning and execution of trips. Other 

participants did not see evidence of these connections. These findings indicate that some work 

may be needed to make these connections explicit, both for teachers and for students. 

Research Question 5: What resources, if any, were produced by teachers to facilitate EL 

integration into classroom curricula? 

As shared previously, I was able to document the integration of EL themes and goals 

within classroom curricula. One teacher designed an EL lesson to front-load similar trips to 

museums during the 10th grade trip to Los Angeles. This lesson plan included an online digital 

resource, and a reflective graphic organizer for students to complete. Similarly, the “Curated 

Travel Sketchbook” (Figure 6, p. 136) is an example of curricular integration with an EL trip—

and this case, multiple trips. The 9th Grade Big Bend reflective journal (Figure 5, 135), too, is a 

model for other reflective materials at other grade-levels. Though not made by one of my 

participants, the science field notebook is another such example of integrative work that may be 

scalable at Kaplan.  

Research Question 6: What principles for curricular integration emerged from the program 

evaluation that support the effort to improve the EL program writ large at Kaplan? 

As a result of this program evaluation, I detected a number of outcomes that underscore 

key principles related to the support of ongoing improvements to the EL program at Kaplan. In 

Chapter 4, I described short-term (within 12 weeks), intermediate (by the end of the academic 

year), and long-term (within the next school year) outcomes. Short-term outcomes that I was able 
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to measure include increased knowledge of EL as a theoretical concept by participants, increased 

knowledge of EL curricular integration strategies by participants, and measurable changes in 

sense of self-efficacy related to EL improvement efforts and curricular integration by 

participants. Expected intermediate and long-term outcomes will be discussed in the next section. 

Increased knowledge of EL as a theoretical concept by participants was evidenced in 

survey instruments and interviews, where participants made frequent references to the Kolb 

cycle (1984) and EL best pedagogical practices. In pre-program and post-program surveys, I 

measured an increase in participants’ sense of their own theoretical understanding related to EL 

(Tables 12 & 14, p. 119 & 121). As a group, participants in this study may represent a sub-set of 

Kaplan’s faculty team that have a greater sense of the theory that supports EL. This may 

contribute to their role as future leaders in EL program improvements. One participant discussed 

the realities and implications of this fact: 

I think there are there [are] three camps [at Kaplan]. There [are] people who don't   

understand the Kolb cycle. So they're just ignorant. Then, there [are] the people who hear 

 what the Kolb cycle is, and they think... it's all about doing an activity. And then there 

 [are] the people actually understand the Kolb cycle and realize it's not [just] about having 

 an experience, like the way that I think some people imagine it... like there's actually 

 supposed to be a [pedagogical] spiral... and it requires them to radically blow up their 

 curriculum...  (Participant 2) 

As for curricular integration, participants identified key contributing factors, including 

the need for purposeful planning, ongoing targeted professional learning, and pre-trip preparation 

for trip chaperones (see Table 20, p. 130). One participant described this concept of purposeful 

planning, and looked forward to future opportunities for collaborative curricular integration: 
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In my own classroom, we were working on the Odyssey. And so coming back from the 

 trip [to Big Bend National Park], I asked them to reflect on their own experiences as an 

 “odyssey.” During the trip, I was able to connect with a lot of teachers who plan to do 

 this [kind of curricular integration] in the future. We made a few long term plans   

about... how we are going to shape our curriculum to make sure the kids are ready [for 

 the next trip]... The [teachers and I] were just thinking out loud, pretty much [during] the 

 entirety of the trip like, we wish that we had talked about this with the students. We wish 

 we had given the students this knowledge... in advance of the trip... kind of long term 

 thinking. We hope to take some of those plans and integrate them next year into our  

curriculum.” (Participant 7) 

There was also measured improvement in participants’ sense of self-efficacy related to 

the enactment of EL facilitation and curricular integration. In survey data and interviews, 

participants demonstrated increased confidence as EL facilitators that was grounded in actual, 

first-hand experience. 

The outcomes discussed above inform and should inspire ongoing efforts at Kaplan to 

scale success vis-a-vis EL programming and curricular integration. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

leadership focus on EL programming will continue to be important for the school moving 

forward. Furthermore, according to the analysis of the evidence, ongoing PD related to EL 

theory and practice is critical for Kaplan’s faculty and chaperones. Finally, participants in this 

study indicated repeatedly that curricular integration is dependent on collaborative, purposeful 

planning. This collaborative effort was modeled in my program evaluation study. The principles 

that emerged from this study are the following: the need for ongoing leadership and vision, the 
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need for ongoing targeted PD, and the need for collaborative, purposeful planning. I will discuss 

each of these principles in the section that follows. 

Discussion 

Over the past two years, Kaplan’s EL program has seen robust improvements and 

significant challenges. In hiring a Director of Experiential Education (DoEE) in 2020, Kaplan’s 

leaders signaled that EL would receive special attention under thoughtful, intentional leadership. 

Since then, as more teachers have been exposed to PD related to EL. Over the course of this 

dissertation study, I documented a culture shift that is underway at Kaplan. This shift was 

evidenced in both my needs assessment (Chapter 2) and in my collaborative program evaluation 

study. More teachers and leaders are talking about EL theory and practice, and many are 

interested making connections with classroom curriculum. Teachers have a better sense of their 

role as EL facilitators and interest in incorporating EL strategies in the classroom. They are also 

excited to be involved in improving EL at Kaplan on an institutional level.  

As school leaders seek to encourage and scale-up ongoing program improvements, I offer 

three principles of effective ongoing EL program design work that are informed by research and 

the findings of this study. 

Ongoing Leadership Attention & Vision 

In multiple interviews, participants referenced other participants who are grade-level trip 

leaders (Participants 1, 2, & 4) at least three times each. These leaders play important roles in 

providing structure, guidance, and support for EL programming at Kaplan. More than any other 

school leader, however, participants cited Kaplan’s DoEE (Participant 10) as instrumental in 

coordinating PD related to EL, planning and executing trips, and articulating the school’s vision 

for EL. Clearly, teachers see the benefit of having a senior level administrator overseeing EL. 



 
 

146 
 

The DoEE has led the effort to improve Kaplan’s EL curriculum since 2020 (when they were 

hired at the time of my needs assessment in Chapter 2), and as a school leader, their unique 

ability to articulate the vision for EL has been just as instrumental. Faculty members look to the 

DoEE to set forth the vision for EL, plan for related PD, support trip chaperones, and conduct 

ongoing evaluation of EL programming.  

As reviewed in Chapter 1, the literature underscores the importance of leadership within 

schools. Educational leadership serves both cultural and structural functions (Decoux & 

Holdaway, 1999), and is most effective when it is collaborative and research-driven (Zhang & 

Brundrett, 2010). Kaplan’s DoEE has led a culture shift in the way teachers and leaders talk 

about EL. Following Boerema (2006), the DoEE articulated Kaplan’s vision and mission for EL 

through facilitating a collaborative process that generated grade level thematic questions (Figure 

6). Administratively, the DoEE has provided structural focus to improvement efforts. As a 

collaborative leader, the DoEE has led by example, working alongside teachers in creating 

curricular content and facilitating activities and trips. Following Zhang and Brundrett’s (2010) 

findings, the DoEE’s citation of and participation in practitioner research grounded their 

leadership and pedagogy in best practices. In a style similar to that discussed in Tal et al. (2014), 

Kaplan’s DoEE has modeled high quality practices in leading PD related to EL, including 

activity and action, teacher involvement, and the use of place-based environments.  

This study demonstrated that Kaplan’s move to hire a DoEE was critical to supporting 

needed programmatic improvements. Other schools, similarly committed to EL, would do well 

to prioritize the hiring of a senior leader tasked with the evaluation, organization, expansion, and 

support of EL and curricular integration. 
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It is also important to point out that chaperones who had not traveled on particular trips 

previously felt less prepared overall, and some indicated that they appreciated the presence and 

leadership of more experienced chaperones. As discussed in earlier chapters, I have noted that 

prior experience is a key to EL facilitator success—and no less so at Kaplan. Asking a teacher 

chaperone to facilitate EL activities in ways or places that they have not previously experienced 

is almost an unreasonable ask (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Furman-Shaharabani & 

Tal, 2016). Ideally, pre-service education would provide a teacher-chaperone with the needed 

prior experience to be an effective EL facilitator (Anderson et al., 2006; Ateşkan & Lane, 2016), 

but with teachers already in active service, the prerequisite of pre-service training is moot. What 

can be done, however, is to plan for a scale-up approach to supporting teachers in their growth as 

EL facilitators. Consequently, Kaplan leaders and those at other schools may need to consider 

balance of trip chaperones on particular trips, making sure to include veteran EL facilitators on 

trips as well as new faculty chaperones. These veterans can serve as mentors for less experienced 

teachers. Kaplan leaders should also consider immersive EL experiences for teachers new to EL 

facilitation. In the style of Tal and Argaman (2005), Kaplan’s DoEE may want to plan for 

intensive PD experiences in natural settings, where teachers can be exposed to best practices in 

real-time. It is to the subject of such targeted PD that I turn to next in the following section.  

Ongoing Targeted Professional Development 

Following Guskey (1986), teachers often approach PD pragmatically, and are ultimately 

inspired to grow when they see how PD is directly connected to student learning. Participants in 

this study expressed their awareness that PD related to EL supports more meaningful learning 

experiences for students. As discussed in Chapter 3, effective PD is also sustainable, 

collaborative, and grounded in context (Avalos, 2011; Borko et al, 2010; Darling-Hammond & 
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Richardson, 2009; Furman Shaharabani & Tal, 2017; Penuel et al., 2007; Wayne et al., 2008; 

Yoon et al., 2007). Kaplan leaders should be sure to plan for this kind of PD—and as evidenced 

in this study, multiple participants shared that they appreciated PD related to EL. Some 

participants looked forward to more such PD in the future.  

PD administered by ISEEN—more than any other single PD source—was cited by 

participants as especially valuable. In light of the research on effective PD, the PD provided by 

ISEEN may have been viewed as beneficial because of its relevance to student learning. Multiple 

participants described how the PD from ISEEN was applicable in their classroom. Some 

participants made specific connections to curricular goals and positive student learning 

outcomes. This conclusion is supported by Guskey (1986) and others.   

Another reason the ISEEN PD was positively received by teachers may be related to the 

fact that multiple teachers were trained in multiple sessions over an entire year (including over 

the summer break). Following Avalos (2011) and Wayne et al. (2008), PD related to EL theory, 

facilitation, and curricular integration is most effective when it is sustained. As such, Kaplan 

leaders should continue to invest in an ongoing partnership with ISEEN (and similar EL-focused 

partners), where an increasing number of teachers are receiving similar trainings and using 

similar language related to EL best practices. In additional to sustainability, effective PD is 

always collaborative (Forte & Flores, 2014)—and I will explore this need for ongoing 

collaboration in the next section. 

Collaborative, Purposeful Planning 

Not only is collaboration a hallmark of effective PD (Borko et al., 2010; Forte & Flores, 

2014; Penuel et al., 2007; Stoll et al., 2006), but collaboration is also an essential feature of 

purposeful planning of EL activities and curricular integration (Furman Shaharabani & Tal, 
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2017; Mathew et al., 2017). Though teachers may be willing to acknowledge that teamwork is 

important at some level, focused PD that relies on collaboration in EL contexts can lead to 

cogent understanding by participants and better learning outcomes for students (Tal et al., 2019). 

When teachers as EL co-facilitators design EL programming in the collaborative space, their 

planning is more purposeful. 

As an emergent theme, purposeful planning represents the intentionality that informs the 

design, enactment, and curricular integration of a particular EL activity. Many participants were 

able to articulate what purposeful planning felt like from a programmatic perspective. In 

discussing the importance of this kind of front-end purposeful planning, many participants 

expressed their desire for more peer-to-peer collaboration during the planning phase. Others 

noted that the grade level thematic question could have been better integrated in the trip 

activities. As many of my participants were new to their particular trip, most returned with an 

excitement to plan for intentional front-loading lessons, robust curricular integration, and 

thoughtful reflective activities during the following school year.  

Reflection, of course, is a key component of making any EL activity meaningful (Kolb, 

1984; Tal & Morag, 2009; Vernon & Seaman, 2012). Tal (2010) found that reflection is essential 

to ensuring the efficacy of EL activities, and should take place before, during, and after EL 

activities. Some of my participants discussed preparing for reflective “friendship circles” before 

traveling with students. These large group meetings with students are a feature of every Kaplan 

EL trip and take place each evening during a trip. There may be value in scheduling time to 

review and/or practice “friendship circles” with teacher chaperones before each trip.  

As for reflection during trips, another participant described their design and use of a 

custom reflective journal for students (Figure 5, p. 135). These journals—and their digital 
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components—were so successful in the 9th grade, that Kaplan’s DoEE has asked this teacher to 

assist in designing journals for other grade levels as well. Similarly, the sketchbook activity 

designed by one participant was another example of purposeful planning around mid-trip 

reflection (Figure 6, p. 136). 

According to Kolb (1984), post-EL reflection is the most opportune time for meaningful 

learning and feedback. This year, after the spring trips, the DoEE administered post-trip surveys 

for all students and faculty chaperones. The analysis of this reflective, post-experience feedback 

will be crucial to the ongoing success of EL at Kaplan. After an early read of the data, the DoEE 

was pleased that students were able to identify connections between the trips and at least three 

pillars of Kaplan’s EL program: community building, distinctive experience, and moral 

development. Notably, the pillar that was less clear for students was curricular integration. This 

may indicate that even students are aware that this integration has been lacking at Kaplan. With 

the interest evidenced by teachers, there remains a strategic opportunity for Kaplan educators to 

focus on this integration in the coming school year. Through collaborative, purposeful planning, 

leaders and co-facilitators can realize the goal of meaningful curricular integration with EL trips 

and activities. 

As the findings in this study indicate, there remains potential value in conducting an 

ongoing collaborative program evaluation that will serve to inform the continuing EL program 

improvements at Kaplan. This program evaluation study has demonstrated the benefits of 

collaborative action research and PD, self-reflection, and research-informed decision-making.  

Conclusions and Implications 

In Chapter 4, I listed short-term outcomes, including participants’ increased knowledge 

of EL as a theoretical concept, participants’ increased knowledge of EL curricular integration 
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strategies, and measurable changes in participants’ sense of self-efficacy related to EL 

improvement and integration efforts. These outcomes were achieved as noted earlier, despite 

changes made to this study in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

I also listed expected intermediate outcomes. By the end of Kaplan’s 2021-2022 

academic year, some of these anticipated intermediate outcomes had already taken place. These 

included finding evidence of integrated lessons and themes of EL trips within classroom 

curricula, and a PD presentation for faculty related to EL. Though my participants did not 

present (for reasons discussed earlier), the DoEE did present to other faculty members, reviewing 

lessons learned from PD related to EL and previewing future integrative work.  

As for long-term outcomes, Kaplan’s leaders—under the guidance of the DoEE—plan to 

continue efforts to improve the EL curricula, not only in grades 9 and 10, but school-wide. In 

fact, the school’s senior leadership team met in June 2022 to review and evaluate EL during the 

2021-2022 academic year. This review informed a plan for future work related to EL at Kaplan. 

School leaders identified three priorities for the upcoming school year, which included more 

teacher training related to EL (more ISEEN trainings, in particular), more intentionality in hiring 

practices to recruit new teachers with interest and/or experience in EL, and a focus on developing 

a more robust approach to the 11th grade student internship program (as a mode of EL). 

Additionally, the leadership team agreed that future improvement work related to EL will be 

facilitated best through grade level teams, under the direction of grade level coordinators and the 

DoEE. 

As discussed earlier, in looking for useful secondary data, not much of value could be 

found. Along with new post-experience surveys developed by the DoEE, this study represents 



 
 

152 
 

part of a new archiving and evaluation process at Kaplan. Moving forward, Kaplan’s leaders 

have an interest in documenting changes and ongoing, scalable improvements. 

Consequential changes due to the COVID-19 pandemic notwithstanding, this 

collaborative program evaluation study was a worthwhile endeavor for Kaplan’s teachers and 

leaders. Shortly before my needs assessment (Chapter 2), Kaplan hired the DoEE and the work 

of intentional improvements to the school’s EL programming began. At that time, participants 

indicated that they believed a whole-school approach was necessary to effectively make 

improvements Kaplan’s EL program writ large. Over the next two years, I was able to document 

changes, study PD, interview teachers, collect artifacts, and analyze tangible scale-up efforts. 

This research has underscored the significance of key priorities for ongoing work and serves to 

document best practices for the future.  

There are several implications for other schools that are similar to Kaplan and that are 

seeking to better integrate EL within classrooms or improve existing EL programming. Firstly, 

this study stresses the importance of visionary leadership to evaluate, coordinate, and support EL 

programming and related PD. Secondly, following other similar studies (Tal, Alon, & Morag, 

2014; Tal, Levin-Peled, & Levy, 2019; Tal & Morag, 2009), this program evaluation study 

reinforces the critical role of training and first-hand experience for teachers who serve as EL 

facilitators. In the absence of pre-service training, teachers need PD related to EL facilitation and 

schools should prioritize this kind of professional learning. Thirdly, in order to effectuate 

curricular integration of EL themes, purposeful planning and preparation is needed. This 

planning should include focuses on front-loading experiences, contextual experiences, and 

opportunities for post-experience reflection. Furthermore, scalable resources and materials 

should be shared with less experienced teachers by way of example. 
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This study lacked robust observations of classroom activities and field experiences—due 

in part to limitations imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Future research should focus on the 

actual implementation by teachers of EL strategies with students in context. It could also be 

interesting to conduct field observations during an EL trip, making special note of teachers’ roles 

and student learning outcomes. Though this study was able to document the early stages of 

successful curricular integration at Kaplan, more research is needed to validate the principles and 

implications discussed herein. 
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Appendix A 

Needs Assessment Study Survey 

Part I of the Google Forms survey included two questions related to the participant’s role: 

- What is your current role at the school? (check all that apply) 1. Teacher, 2. 

Administrator 

- Do you have experience participating in experiential learning at this school? 1. Yes, 2. 

No 

Part II included 15 Likert-scale questions, using the following scale: 1- false, 2 - somewhat false, 

3 - neutral, 4 - somewhat true, 5 - true. The questions are:  

1. Experiential learning is important to the mission of my school. 

2. Experiential learning at my school supports character development in students. 

3. Experiential learning at my school supports critical thinking in students. 

4. Experiential learning at my school supports the development of a social justice mindset in 

students. 

5. Experiential learning encourages student learning and growth. 

6. Administrators provide an important visionary role as it relates to experiential learning.  

7. Administrators are primarily responsible for the logistical details related to experiential 

learning. 

8. Teachers at this school are well supported in their planning of experiential learning 

activities. 

9. Teachers receive regular training related to experiential learning. 

10. I have prior experience as an experiential learning facilitator (or co-facilitator). 

11. Experiential learning supports my classroom curriculum in meaningful ways. 
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12. I feel supported by the administration and leadership to successfully implement 

experiential learning activities. 

13. My teacher training included practice related to the implementation of experiential 

learning. 

14. I feel confident as an experiential learning co-facilitator on school trips. 

15. My experience(s) as an EL co-facilitator on field trips, retreats, winter trips, and/or spring 

trips has been positive and meaningful to me. 

Part III of the survey included 4 free response questions: 

- In a sentence or two, what does “experiential learning” mean to you? 

- What does experiential learning look like at this school? Please include a few examples. 

- What values does the experiential curriculum support at this school? 

- What concerns (if any) do you have about experiential learning at this school? 



 
 

167 
 

Appendix B 

Needs Assessment Interview Questions 

- Is experiential learning a concept you are familiar with? 

- What is required of you as an experiential learning co-facilitator? 

- What has been your experience of experiential learning at this school? 

- Do students at the school enjoy and benefit from the experiential learning activities 

offered? 

- Why do you think so much attention is given to experiential learning on campus? 

- If you could change anything about the way experiential learning works at this school, 

what would it be and why? 
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Appendix C 

Theory of Treatment Model 
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Appendix D 

Process Evaluation: Data Collection Matrix 

Process Evaluation 
Question 

Indicator(s) Data Source(s) Data Collection 
Tool 

Frequency 

To what extent was 
the evaluation 
implemented with 
fidelity as planned?   

Adherence (i.e., 
fidelity in 
implementation) 

Observations  
Artifacts 
Interviews 
Surveys  

Researcher notes 
Google Drive 
Audio recordings & 
transcripts  
Program evaluation 
participant survey 

Ongoing 
observations; 
ongoing collection 
of artifacts; 
interviews will take 
place during Phase 
II (Jan. - Mar.); 
program evaluation 
survey will be 
administered before 
the interviews begin 

In what ways did 
participants respond 
to the evaluation?   

Participant 
responsiveness (i.e., 
teacher engagement 
and change related 
to program 
evaluation) 

Observations  
Surveys 
Interviews 

Researcher notes 
Pre-/post-test 
surveys 
Exit tickets surveys 
Audio recordings & 
transcripts 

Ongoing 
observations; pre-
test survey at the 
beginning of the 
evaluation study 
and post-test survey 
at the end; exit 
tickets given after 
each PD sessions; 
interviews will take 
place during Phase 
II (Jan. - Mar.) 

In what ways did 
participants 
perceive the quality 
of delivery of the 
evaluation?   

Quality of delivery 
(i.e., value-add and 
efficacy of 
evaluation) 

Observations  
Surveys 

Researcher notes  
Pre-program/post-
program surveys 
Exit tickets surveys 
Program evaluation 
participant survey 

Ongoing 
observations; pre-
program survey at 
the beginning of the 
evaluation study 
and post-program 
survey at the end; 
exit tickets given 
after each PD 
sessions; program 
evaluation survey 
will be 
administered before 
the interviews begin 
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Appendix E 

Outcome Evaluation: Data Collection Matrix 

Process Evaluation 
Question 

Indicator(s) Data Source(s) Data Collection 
Tool 

Frequency 

What changes, if 
any, to classroom 
curricula were 
made by 
participants, and 
were these changes 
consistent with EL 
theory as 
emphasized in the 
PD and/or reflective 
of Kaplan’s vision 
for EL programing?     

Application of ELT 
(Kolb, 1984) and 
grade-level guiding 
thematic questions 
(i.e., alignment to 
Kolb cycle and 
intentionality in 
design) 

Observations 
Artifacts Interviews 
Surveys 

Researcher notes 
Google Drive 
Audio recordings & 
transcripts  
Program evaluation 
participant survey 
 

Ongoing 
observations; 
ongoing collection 
of artifacts; 
interviews will take 
place during Phase 
II (Jan. - Mar.); 
program evaluation 
survey will be 
administered before 
the interviews begin 
 

What resources, if 
any, were produced 
by teachers to 
facilitate EL 
integration into 
classroom 
curricula?      

Resources (i.e., 
materials and tools) 

Artifacts Google Drive and 
hard-copies 

Ongoing collection 
of artifacts 

What principles for 
curricular 
integration 
experienced by 
participants 
emerged that 
support the effort to 
improve the EL 
program writ large 
at Kaplan?     

Best practices (i.e., 
scalable strategies, 
methods, etc.) 

Observations 
Interviews 
Surveys 

Researcher notes 
Audio recordings & 
transcripts 
Exit tickets surveys 
Program evaluation 
participant survey 
 

Ongoing 
observations; exit 
tickets given after 
each PD session; 
ongoing collection 
of artifacts; 
interviews will take 
place during Phase 
II (Jan. - Mar.); 
program evaluation 
survey will be 
administered before 
the interviews begin 
 

 



 
 

171 
 

Appendix F 

Pre-Program/Post-Program Survey (Original) 

This anonymous participant survey is organized into three sections. Section One (Participant 

Information) will include the following demographic, multiple choice items: 

- Which grade(s) do you teach? Answer Choices: 9th, 10th, Both, Neither 

- What trip will you/did you attend during the 2021-2022 school year? Answer Choices: 9th 

Grade Winter Trip to Big Bend, 9th Grade Spring Trip to Houston for World Religions 

Week, 10th Grade Winter Trip to Los Angeles, 10th Grade Spring Trip to Big Bend 

Section Two (Experiential Learning Theory & Practice) will include Likert-scale questions, 

using the following scale: 1- false, 2 - somewhat false, 3 - neutral, 4 - somewhat true, 5 - true. 

The questions in this section are:  

- I feel comfortable explaining what experiential learning is—both as a concept and as a 

teaching practice—to others. 

- Activities, themes, and values from experiential learning trips at this school are well-

integrated within my own classroom curriculum. 

- Experiential learning is a strategy that works in the classroom just as well as it does off-

campus (for example, on trips). 

- I understand the “Kolb Cycle” of experiential learning. 

- Experiential learning supports critical thinking in students. 

- Experiential learning supports character development in students. 

- Experiential learning supports the development of a social justice mindset in students. 

- Experiential learning, or “learning by doing,” helps make learning more meaningful for 

students. 
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- I see myself as an experiential learning facilitator or co-facilitator. 

- For experiential learning strategies to be successful, facilitators or co-facilitators must 

have a good understanding of experiential learning theory and best practices. 

- Related training or professional development is essential for an experiential learning 

facilitator/co-facilitator to be successful. 

- I have experience designing or co-designing experiential learning lessons or activities. 

- I often reference or utilize experiential learning strategies in my teaching. 

Section Three (Teacher Responsiveness) will include Likert-scale questions, using the following 

scale: 1- false, 2 - somewhat false, 3 - neutral, 4 - somewhat true, 5 - true. The questions in this 

section are: 

- I see myself as an active, life-long learner. 

- I typically find professional development related to experiential learning theory and 

practice helpful or engaging. 

- I enjoy participating in professional collaboration related to experiential learning with my 

colleagues. 

- My own professional learning related to experiential learning positively impacts the 

learning of my students. 

- I feel confident integrating experiential learning best practices into my teaching.  

- I enjoy creating (or re-creating) new classroom materials and/or lesson plans. 

- I am willing to share what I’ve learned in my teaching practice with other teachers. 
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Appendix G 

Exit Ticket Survey 

Following each PD session, participants will be asked to complete a short exit ticket survey. The 

survey will include three Likert-scale survey questions, using the following scale: 1- false, 2 - 

somewhat false, 3 - neutral, 4 - somewhat true, 5 - true. These questions are: 

- I found today’s session meaningful and engaging. 

- I enjoyed working with my colleagues in collaborative professional development. 

- The work that I/we completed today will have a positive impact on student learning. 

The survey will also include two open-ended questions: 

- What was the most valuable feature of today’s session/work? 

- What one thing (if any) would you change about today’s session/work? 
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Appendix H 

Program Evaluation Participant Survey 

This participant survey is organized into two sections. Section One (Participant Information) will 

include the following demographic, multiple choice items: 

- Which grade(s) do you teach? Answer Choices: 9th, 10th, Both, Neither 

- What trip will you/did you attend during the 2021-2022 school year? Answer Choices: 9th 

Grade Winter Trip to Big Bend, 9th Grade Spring Trip to Houston for World Religions 

Week, 10th Grade Winter Trip to Los Angeles, 10th Grade Spring Trip to Big Bend 

- Did you participate in professional development sessions related to experiential learning 

last fall? Answer Choices: Yes, No 

Section Two (Program Evaluation) will include Likert-scale questions, using the following scale: 

1- false, 2 - somewhat false, 3 - neutral, 4 - somewhat true, 5 - true. The questions in this section 

are:  

- The EL professional development that I participated in during the fall semester helped me 

grow as an educator. 

- The professional development that I participated in during the fall semester helped me 

grow as an experiential learning co-facilitator (chaperone). 

- I enjoyed collaborating with my colleagues during the professional development session 

in the fall. 

- Improvements to school-wide curricula are best made in collaboration with other 

teachers. 

- I was able to successfully integrate themes and goals from the winter or spring trip in my 

classroom curricula. 
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- Overall, the professional development sessions in the fall made the winter or spring trip 

more meaningful for students. 

- My participation in this professional development has had a positive impact on student 

learning in my classroom. 

- Students (in the grade level that I teach) can successfully identify the grade-level EL 

guiding theme or question. 
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Appendix I 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions  

- What did you think of professional development that you participated in last fall related 

to experiential learning? Was it valuable for you? Why or why not? 

- How comfortable are you with integrating EL into your classroom content/coursework?   

- What motivates you to participate in professional development? 

- Do you know what a Kolb Cycle is? If so, how do you make use of it in your classroom 

(if at all)? 

- Were you able to integrate the grade-level thematic question play in your classroom 

curricula? If so, how did it go? 

- What resources did you and your colleagues create that you are especially proud of? 

Why? 

- What lessons did you learn during this process that will be helpful for other teachers to 

know? 
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Appendix J 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions (Updated in January 2022) 

- Did you participate in any professional development last fall or this spring related to 

experiential learning or the trips? Was it valuable for you? Why or why not?  

- How comfortable are you with integrating EL into your classroom content/coursework?    

- What motivates you to participate in professional development?  

- Do you know what a Kolb Cycle is? If so, how do you make use of it in your classroom 

(if at all)?  

- Were you able to integrate the grade-level thematic question play in your classroom 

curricula? If so, how did it go?  

- What resources did you and your colleagues create that you are especially proud of? 

Why?  

- What lessons did you learn during this process that will be helpful for other teachers to 

know?  

- What were the goals of the trip? Were these met? 

- What was your job as a trip chaperone? What makes a trip chaperone successful? 

- What did preparation before the trip look like for you? And for your students? 

- What has been done to follow up on themes or ideas from the trips? 
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Appendix K 

Program Evaluation Participant Survey (Updated in April 2022) 

This participant survey is organized into two sections. Section One (Participant Information) will 

include the following demographic, multiple choice items: 

- Which grade(s) do you teach? Answer Choices (multiples can be selected): 9th, 10th, 11th, 

N/A 

- What trip did you attend during the 2021-2022 school year? Answer Choices: 9th Grade 

Spring Trip to Big Bend, 10th Grade Spring Trip to Los Angeles, 11th Grade Spring Trip 

to the Deep South, None of the above 

- Did you participate in any professional development related to experiential learning in the 

last year? Answer Choices: Yes, No  

- If your answer was “yes,” what professional development session(s) did you participate 

in the last year? Answer Choice: Short Free Response 

Section Two (Program Evaluation) will include Likert-scale questions, using the following scale: 

1- false, 2 - somewhat false, 3 - neutral, 4 - somewhat true, 5 – true, N/A - not applicable. The 

questions in this section are: 

16. The professional development around experiential learning that I attended in the last year 

helped me grow as an educator. 

17. The professional development that I participated in helped me grow as an experiential 

learning co-facilitator (chaperone). 

18. I enjoyed collaborating with my colleagues during this professional development.  

19. Improvements to school-wide curricula are best made in collaboration with other 

teachers.  
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20. I have been able to successfully integrate themes and goals from the spring trip in my 

classroom curricula. 

21. I am aware of teachers that have or will integrate themes and goals from the spring trip in 

their classroom curricula. 

22. Overall, the professional development that teachers participated in last year made the 

spring trips more meaningful for students. 

23. My participation in professional development over the last year has had a positive impact 

on student learning.  

24. I believe that students (in the grade level that I traveled with) can successfully identify 

the grade-level experiential learning theme or question. 
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Appendix L 

Post-Program Survey (Updated in March 2022) 

This anonymous participant survey is organized into three sections. Section One (Participant 

Information) will include the following demographic, multiple choice items: 

- Which grade(s) do you teach? Answer Choices (multiples can be selected): 9th, 10th, 11th, 

N/A 

- What trip did you attend during the 2021-2022 school year? Answer Choices: 9th Grade 

Spring Trip to Big Bend, 10th Grade Spring Trip to Los Angeles, 11th Grade Spring Trip 

to the Deep South, None of the above 

Section Two (Experiential Learning Theory & Practice) will include Likert-scale questions, 

using the following scale: 1- false, 2 - somewhat false, 3 - neutral, 4 - somewhat true, 5 - true. 

The questions in this section are:  

- I feel comfortable explaining what experiential learning is—both as a concept and as a 

teaching practice—to others. 

- Activities, themes, and values from experiential learning trips at this school are well-

integrated within my own classroom curriculum. 

- Experiential learning is a strategy that works in the classroom just as well as it does off-

campus (for example, on trips). 

- I understand the “Kolb Cycle” of experiential learning. 

- Experiential learning supports critical thinking in students. 

- Experiential learning supports character development in students. 

- Experiential learning supports the development of a social justice mindset in students. 
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- Experiential learning, or “learning by doing,” helps make learning more meaningful for 

students. 

- I see myself as an experiential learning facilitator or co-facilitator. 

- For experiential learning strategies to be successful, facilitators or co-facilitators must 

have a good understanding of experiential learning theory and best practices. 

- Related training or professional development is essential for the an experiential learning 

facilitator/co-facilitator to be successful. 

- I have experience designing or co-designing experiential learning lessons or activities. 

- I often reference or utilize experiential learning strategies in my teaching. 

Section Three (Teacher Responsiveness) will include Likert-scale questions, using the following 

scale: 1- false, 2 - somewhat false, 3 - neutral, 4 - somewhat true, 5 - true. The questions in this 

section are: 

- I see myself as an active, life-long learner. 

- I typically find professional development related to experiential learning theory and 

practice helpful or engaging. 

- I enjoy participating in professional collaboration related to experiential learning with my 

colleagues. 

- My own professional learning related to experiential learning positively impacts the 

learning of my students. 

- I feel confident integrating experiential learning best practices into my teaching.  

- I enjoy creating (or re-creating) new classroom materials and/or lesson plans. 

- I am willing to share what I’ve learned in my teaching practice with other teachers. 
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