
SuTherland and STrooT 27

TherapeuTic recreaTion Journal  Vol. Xliii, No. 3, 2009  •  27–39

Sue Sutherland is an Assistant Professor in the School of Physical Activity and educational Services at The ohio 
State University.

Sandra Stroot is the Senior Associate dean of the college of education and Human ecology at The ohio State 
University.

Brad’s Story: exploration of an inclusive 
Adventure education experience

Sue Sutherland and Sandra A. Stroot

Abstract

Adventure education programs impact the interpersonal and intrapersonal development of 
participants through experiences within the natural environment that provide emotional, physi-
cal, and social challenge (ewert, 1989; Priest & Gass, 1997). The premise of such programs is that 
there is an increased level of self-awareness brought about by the positive change experienced 
through participation. The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to explore opportunities 
for interpersonal and intrapersonal experiences for a 13-year-old boy with high functioning autism 
(HFA) who participated in an inclusive adventure education program. Social cognitive Theory 
(Bandura, 1986), particularly social self-efficacy, was used as a lens to guide the design and data 
analysis of the study. Two themes emerged from the data:  a) letting down his guard, and b) Brad 
as helper. The findings suggest that participation in the 3-day trip provided positive interpersonal 
and intrapersonal experiences for Brad.

 Keywords: adventure education, inclusion, high functioning autism, interpersonal, 
 intrapersonal
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The prevalence of autism, once consid-
ered a relatively rare condition, has recently 
been estimated at 1 in 150 births within the 
USA (cdc, 2007). Among the many implica-
tions of living with this disability, is the signifi-
cant impairment of social interaction, which 
can lead to the social isolation of individuals 
with autism. At this time knowledge pertain-
ing to both the cause and treatment of autism 
is limited; however, the need for developments 
in this area is greater than ever.

one potential approach to facilitating so-
cial interaction among individuals with autism 
is through adventure education (Ae) programs. 
The literature suggests that Ae programs can 
impact the interpersonal and intrapersonal 
development of the participants through ex-
periences within the natural environment 
that provide emotional, physical, and social 
challenge (ewert, 1989; Priest & Gass, 1997). 
interpersonal relationships are concerned with 
how individuals function in a group situation 
and include elements such as communication, 
cooperation, trust, problem-solving, leadership, 
and conflict resolution. Whereas, intrapersonal 
relationships are concerned with how the indi-
vidual functions within himself or herself, and 
includes constructs such as self-concept, self-
efficacy and spirituality among others. 

The field of inclusive Ae can still be 
considered to be in its infancy. Although the 
passage of the Americans with disabilities Act 
(AdA) in 1990 spurred more inclusive Ae 
programs, the research on such programs is 
somewhat limited. The research that has been 
conducted in this area has indicated positive 
outcomes in: self-concept (Robinson,1994), 
acceptance of and attitude toward individu-
als with disabilities (McAvoy, Schatz, Stutz, 
Schleien, & lais, 1989; Sable, 1995), decrease 
in levels of trait anxiety and positive effect 
upon interpersonal relationships (McAvoy et 
al., 1989), positive change in relationships/so-
cial integration (Anderson, Schleien, McAvoy, 
lais, & Seligman, 1997), personal growth/chal-
lenge, self awareness, relationships with others 
and valuing personal or spiritual connection 
with others (McAvoy, Holman, Goldenberg, 
& klenosky, 2006), and outdoor skills, level 
of satisfaction and social/socialization abilities 
(McAvoy, Smith, & Rynders, 2006). Although 
social interaction and socialization abilities 
were found to be positively impacted for par-

ticipants in the studies, there was no specific 
research that explored these areas for individu-
als with high functioning autism (HFA). 

While inclusion is increasing in all as-
pects of society, there has been limited re-
search exploring the experience of participa-
tion in inclusive Ae on the interpersonal and 
intrapersonal development of individuals with 
disabilities.  Therefore, the purpose of this eth-
nographic case study was to explore opportuni-
ties for interpersonal and intrapersonal expe-
riences for a 13-year-old boy with HFA who 
participated in an inclusive adventure educa-
tion program. Social cognitive Theory (Ban-
dura, 1986), particularly social self-efficacy, 
was used as a lens to guide the design and data 
analysis of the study.

Social Cognitive Theory

one premise of the Social cognitive The-
ory (Bandura, 1986) is that individuals possess a 
self-system which allows them to exercise a mea-
sure of control over their thoughts, feelings, mo-
tivation, and actions. This system enables indi-
viduals to perceive, regulate, and evaluate their 
own behavior that results from the interaction 
of the system with environmental influences. in 
doing this, the system acts in a self-regulatory 
manner allowing individuals to influence their 
cognitive processes and actions thereby altering 
their environment (Pajares, 1997). Self-efficacy 
beliefs play a major role in this system. Self-
efficacy is an individual’s own belief(s) regard-
ing accomplishment of a task (Bandura, 1997). 
Self-efficacy judgments are used in relation to a 
goal and are task and situation specific (Pajares, 
1997). efficacy expectations, given appropriate 
skills and incentives, determine what activities 
people choose, the amount of effort they exert, 
and how long this effort is sustained in stressful 
situations (Bandura, 1997). in general, individ-
uals participate in activities in which they feel 
confident about their abilities, and avoid those 
about which they do not feel confident. Ban-
dura (1986) postulated four sources of efficacy 
information available to individuals: mastery 
experience, vicarious experience, verbal persua-
sion, and physiological states. Within these four 
sources, mastery experiences are posited to pro-
vide the strongest information related to self-
efficacy. in general, success in an activity raises 
an individual’s efficacy expectations whereas 
failure lowers them.  
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Social self-efficacy can be defined as an 
individual’s confidence related to his or her 
ability to engage in the tasks necessary to ini-
tiate and maintain interpersonal relationships 
(Smith & Betz, 2002).  According to connolly 
(1989), social self-efficacy includes skills such 
as getting and giving help, participation in a 
social group or activity, friendly behaviors, and 
social boldness. Social self-efficacy is a deter-
mining factor in an adolescent’s social rela-
tionships and interactions (Gresham, 1984). it 
has been argued that a strong sense of social 
self efficacy helps to foster positive social re-
lationships, whereas weak social self-efficacy 
can lead to socially inappropriate behaviors 
(Bandura, Barbaranelli, caprara, & Pastorelli, 
1996). 

Autism

Autism is characterized by severe im-
pairments in the areas of social interaction, 
communication, and a restricted repertoire of 
activities and interests (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2000). individuals with autism 
fall along a continuum from high functioning 
to low functioning ability relative to behav-
iors associated the areas of social interaction, 
communication, activity and interests. When 
compared to their typically developing peers, 
children with autism have been found to spend 
less time interacting, experienced lower quali-
ty interactions, spend more time in purposeless 
or no activity than their typically developing 
peers (lord & Magill-evans, 1995), spend less 
time in proximity to peers, received less social 
initiations from peers, focused less on other 
children, and produced fewer verbalizations 
to others than their typically developing peers 
(McGee, Feldman, & Morrier, 1997). The im-
pact of the deficits in behavior on social iso-
lation for a child with autism is primarily the 
result of their own behavior rather than avoid-
ance by others (Sigman & Ruskins, 1999).  

Within the population of individuals 
who have been identified with autism, those 
who have average or above average iQ are de-
termined to have HFA.  When compared to 
individuals with low functioning autism, indi-
viduals with HFA use their higher level cog-
nitive abilities to overcome deficits in social 
behaviors and can reach higher levels of social 
relationships (kasari, chamberlain, & Baum-
inger, 2001). despite obtaining higher levels 

of social relationships than other individuals 
with autism, the social deficits of individuals 
with HFA can lead to social isolation, which 
can further develop as the individual matures 
(Webb, Miller, Pierce, Strawser, & Jones, 2004).  
Buaminger, Shulman, and Agam (2004) argue 
that, to help children with HFA compensate 
or overcome this social isolation, the devel-
opment of self and the development of social 
relationships should be of foremost concern 
for this population. Because Ae impacts both 
the interpersonal and intrapersonal develop-
ment of participants (Priest & Gass, 1997), it 
appears to be a viable method of fostering the 
development of self and social relationships for 
individuals with HFA. Previous research has 
shown that individuals with disabilities experi-
ence positive outcomes through participation 
in adventure education programs; however, 
this body of literature has not explored the ad-
venture education experience specifically with 
individuals with autism. Filling this gap in the 
research will clearly add to the growing body 
of knowledge in adventure education and indi-
viduals with disabilities. Thus, the purpose of 
this study was to explore opportunities for in-
terpersonal and intrapersonal experiences for a 
13-year-old boy with HFA who participated in 
an inclusive adventure education program. 

Method

ethnography was utilized both as a way of 
looking and a way of seeing (Wolcott, 2008), 
meaning that ethnographic techniques were 
used to both collect the data and in the subse-
quent analysis and interpretation of the data. 
The focus in ethnography is on understand-
ing the culture of a particular culture-sharing 
group or sub-group (cresswell, 2007). in this 
particular study, the culture-sharing group con-
sisted of 7 individuals, ages 10-14 years, who 
were participating in a 3-day inclusive rock 
climbing trip. This study was conducted from 
an educational ethnography standpoint which 
focuses on educational processes and provides 
“rich, descriptive data about the contexts, 
activities, and beliefs of participants in edu-
cational settings” (Goetz & lecompte, 1984, 
p.17). in this study, the process was an inclu-
sive adventure education trip and the focus 
was to provide an understanding of the experi-
ence from the point of view of one participant. 
As such, an intrinsic case study (Stake, 2008) 
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was employed. This approach allows insight 
into participation in an inclusive adventure 
education experience on a teenage boy with 
HFA. in this study, an ethnographic case study 
is defined as the researcher observing, engag-
ing in, and attempting to understand the lives 
of the participants during the inclusive ad-
venture education experience. The study was 
framed within Social cognitive Theory (Ban-
dura, 1986), which provided a basis to compare 
and contrast findings rather than providing a 
priori categories in which to force the findings 
(Morse, 1994).

Context
The intrinsic case for this study was a 

3-day inclusive rock climbing trip organized by 
No limits (pseudonym). No limits, a private 
non-profit organization located in Northwest 
USA, is an inclusive outdoor education/recre-
ation organization. No limits uses the natural 
environment to provide hands-on learning 
experiences to participants with and without 
disabilities in Nordic skiing, backpacking, hik-
ing, rock climbing, canoeing, sea-kayaking and 
rafting. The overall goals of the program are 
to foster empowerment of all participants, to 
develop new skills, and to facilitate growth in 
social and emotional development. 

Seven individuals who attended the 
Smith Rock trip and the three trip leaders 
participated in the study. consistent with the 
university’s institutional Review Board (iRB), 
parental consent was obtained for each minor 
and the trip leaders gave their consent to par-
ticipate in the study. in addition, the 7 par-
ticipants understood the purpose of and agreed 
to be included in the study. The first author 
explained her role in the study to each of the 
participants prior to them giving consent. The 
participants understood that the first author 
was interested in learning more about their 
experience on the 3-day trip and this would 
entail her taking observation notes (written 
and verbal) and interviewing all participants 
both formally and informally. The participants 
also understood that they could refuse to con-
tinue participating in the study or aspects of 
the study at any time without retribution. To 
protect the identity of all participants in this 
study, pseudonyms chosen by each participant 
were used in reporting the data. The trip par-
ticipants ranged in age from 10-14 years and 

included 3 girls (Bee, cB, & lathie) and 4 
boys (Brad, HH, linc, & M). Three trip lead-
ers (Jane, kevin, and Bill) also participated in 
the study. 

due to the nature of the trip, in the pre-
interview the participants were asked their 
opinion regarding the inclusion of individuals 
with disabilities on the trip. At this point in 
time the participants were not aware of who 
else would be on the trip. Six of the 7 par-
ticipants responded positively to the inclusion 
nature of the trip. Most had experience with 
inclusion through their school district or other 
No limits trips. Brad was the only participant 
to voice concern about including individuals 
with disabilities on the trip. He stated that 
he would be concerned about how much they 
could participate in the activities. As Brad is 
the focus of this paper, a more detailed descrip-
tion is provided. 

At the time of the trip, Brad was 13 years 
old and diagnosed with HFA. He had previ-
ously participated in many trips with No lim-
its and had participated in previous trips with 
HH, linc, and M. He considered himself a 
veteran of No limits and had developed what 
he described as close relationships with the 
staff at the organization. in particular, Brad 
considered the executive director of the or-
ganization, who was also his Adapted Physical 
education teacher, to be a good friend. despite 
being on many trips with No limits, Brad did 
not believe that he had made friends with the 
participants on previous trips. According to 
Brad, his parents seemed to disagree on his 
diagnosis of HFA. Brad’s father told him that 
he did have autism, whereas his mother told 
him that he did not. This difference in opinion 
seemed to cause some frustration for Brad as he 
mentioned it on a number of different occa-
sions on the trip. Brad’s parents were divorced 
and he lived with his father. one of the trip 
leaders, Jane, explained that when Brad was 
out of his comfort zone he would start talking 
about a fantasy world that includes aliens and 
bombs. She explained that on previous trips 
this behavior was common from Brad. 

role of the researcher
Qualitative research is often reliant upon 

the viewpoint of one researcher who can be 
considered his or her own “research instru-
ment” (Punch, 1994), and as such it is impor-
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tant to provide more information about the 
first author in this study. i have been involved 
in adventure education as both a participant 
and facilitator for the past 15 years. This in-
volvement leads me to believe in the power 
of such programs on the interpersonal and 
intrapersonal growth of participants. i have 
been involved in programming for individuals 
with disabilities for over 17 years in the fields 
of physical education, recreation, and adven-
ture education. i consider myself to be a strong 
advocate for the rights of individuals with dis-
abilities to participate equally in all areas of 
society. 

Within this study i was a non-participant 
observer during the entire 3-day trip. i had both 
a working relationship and friendship with the 
program director at No limits, which allowed 
me ease of access into the organization. in 
order to become more familiar with the orga-
nization and the participants, and to decrease 
reactivity during the study, i visited No limits 
for a week long trip in the months leading up 
to the 3-day trip. during this visit, i partici-
pated in a 1-day indoor climbing trip and met 
and interacted with the No limits staff, briefly 
met five of the participants (Bee, cB, M, HH, 
and Brad) on different occasions, built rapport 
with the three trip leaders, and began to under-
stand the No limits organization. in the days 
leading up to the inclusive rock climbing trip, 
i also spent 4 days at No limits building rap-
port with the trip leaders. After the 3-day trip 
was completed, i stayed at the organization for 
an additional 3 days to follow-up with the trip 
leaders on their perceptions of the trip. 

My role as an outsider was evident at the 
start of the 3-day trip. due in part to the prior 
relationships i had built with five of the par-
ticipants and two of the trip leaders, my many 
years of experience with working with children 
and in adventure education, and especially my 
friendship with Jane (trip leader) who was 
viewed by the participants as being a credible 
authority figure, i was quickly accepted into 
the experience by the participants. Thus the 
possible reactivity of my presence, while not 
extinguished altogether, was diminished.

Data Collection 

data were collected using two primary 
sources: direct observations (field notes) and 
interviews (face-to-face and phone; semi-

structured and open-ended). The data collec-
tion occurred throughout the 3-day trip and 
continued after the completion of the trip.

direct observation
Field notes were taken throughout the 

course of the 3-day trip. The field notes con-
tained sections denoting observation notes, 
theoretical notes, methodological notes, and 
reflexive notes.  included in the field notes 
were the data collected through informal con-
versations with the participants and leaders 
that occurred throughout the 3-day trip. The 
three trip leaders (Jane, Bill and kevin) were 
informally interviewed on their perceptions of 
the participants’ engagement in the Ae experi-
ence. These informal conversations occurred at 
various times throughout the 3-day experience 
and occurred as part of conversations with the 
trip leaders.

Interviews
Face-to-face and telephone interviews 

were used to collect data. All interviews lasted 
between 30-60 minutes, were audio-taped with 
the permission of the participants, and tran-
scribed for analysis. in addition to this, notes 
were taken during the interview. immediately 
after the interview, time was spent listening to 
the tape, elaborating upon the interview notes 
and reflecting upon the interview. Semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted at the begin-
ning of the trip (prior to the trip or immediate-
ly upon arrival at Smith Rock State Park), the 
end of the trip (prior to leaving Smith Rock 
State Park), and during a follow-up phone in-
terview 1 month after the trip with each of the 
participants. The same questions and interview 
protocol were used for all 7 participants during 
the study. The pre trip interviews focused on 
gathering background information about the 
participants relative to their experience with 
No limits, rock climbing, why they chose this 
particular trip, attitude toward and experience 
with inclusion, working in groups, and mak-
ing new friends. The post trip interview ex-
plored what occurred during the trip relative 
to likes and dislikes, what they had learned 
about themselves and others, what they had 
learned that might help them in other areas 
of their lives, friendship, and trust of others. 
The purpose of the follow-up interview was 
to understand if there were any longer lasting 
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outcomes from participation in the 3-day trip. 
open-ended interviews were conducted during 
the trip to clarify and elaborate upon situations 
occurring during, or themes emerging from, 
the observation periods. 

Analysis

The interview and observation data were 
transcribed verbatim and analyzed using line 
by line coding (Strauss & corbin, 1990) and 
constant comparison method (Patton, 2002). 
The transcripts were read a minimum of two 
separate times by the first author who then 
conducted line by line coding of the data. 
This process resulted in a list of codes and the 
emergence of initial themes. These codes and 
themes were then constantly compared and 
contrasted through several re-readings of the 
data. in this process, the emerging themes were 
considered within the data and then old and 
new data were compared to these themes and 
combined with the theoretical background 
framing the study. The second author was uti-
lized as a peer debriefer during this process to 
challenge and/or confirm the themes and the 
first author’s interpretations of these themes. 
The analysis process resulted in two themes 
related to Brad’s experience during the 3-day 
trip.

Trustworthiness of the data was estab-
lished through four strategies. Although the 
inclusive climbing trip was only 3 days in 
length, the first author had over 45 hours of 
contact with the participants. Thus the intense 
nature of the study provided an opportunity for 
prolonged engagement albeit over a short du-
ration of time. Triangulation of the data was 
ascertained through using two different sources 
of data collection: interviews and observations. 
emerging themes were cross checked against 
all data sources and were accepted or rejected 
based on this evidence and interpretation. Peer 
debriefing was utilized to help the researchers 
maintain objectivity in the methodological 
procedures chosen and the interpretations of 
the data. Three colleagues who each had ex-
perience in qualitative research, adventure 
education, or inclusion were used periodically 
throughout this process. Negative case analysis 
was used to refine or revise tentative themes in 
the data (Patton, 1990). This process helped to 
ensure that all aspects of the data were taken 
into consideration not just those that strength-

ened the emerging themes.

Findings

Two themes emerged for Brad from the 
data: letting his guard down, and Brad as helper. 
These themes embodied both the interperson-
al and intrapersonal dynamics of Brad during 
the experience. 

Letting His Guard down
Brad explained in his pre trip interview 

that he had a lot of adult friends “that i met 
through Bob [executive director] at No lim-
its”, but that it was really hard for him to make 
new friends. He attributed his difficulty in mak-
ing friends to being different and “not the same 
as other people. i’m not a talker, i like to listen 
to others and see what is going on” (Brad, pre 
trip interview). He also stated that it would be 
hard for him to work with a group of kids his 
own age and that he just likes to be alone.

The feelings that Brad expressed during 
his interview were very evident in his behavior 
at the beginning of the trip. There were nu-
merous occasions when Brad chose to exclude 
himself from interactions with his peers and 
only interacted with the trip leaders as the fol-
lowing example illustrates.  

As Brad entered the van he did not 
say “Hi” to any of the other group 
members, but tried to engage me 
in a conversation immediately. He 
was talking about aliens and bombs, 
but Jane had already told me a little 
about his behavior so i was expect-
ing this as it indicated that Brad was 
very much out of his comfort zone. 
(Field notes, day 1)

during the first afternoon Brad did not 
seem to want to interact with the other group 
members and indeed seemed to avoid interac-
tion where possible. even when prompted by 
the trip leaders to join in activities with other 
group members, Brad moved to a closer prox-
imity but still did not interact with his peers.

M just called to Brad to come and 
help with the tent. As of yet Brad 
hasn’t moved to help the rest of his 
tent mates. Jane is now going over 
to Brad to try to get him over to help 
with the tent. He’s heading over to 
the tent now but had to be directed 



SuTherland and STrooT 33

by Jane. The boys are working on 
the tent but Brad is actually just sit-
ting in the vicinity and not helping. 
(Field notes, day 1)

The campfire on the first evening provid-
ed Brad with the opportunity to interact with 
the whole group and indicated that he had be-
come a little more comfortable with the group. 
initially Brad positioned himself in a chair on 
the edge of the group but moved closer to the 
group once they began to make s’mores. After 
the s’mores, Brad helped to lead songs with 
the group and interacted with linc and M in 
particular. Brad began telling stories and this 
interaction was further encouraged by the rest 
of the group members who were asking him 
questions about his story.

Two defining moments occurred on the 
2nd day of the trip that helped to facilitate Brad 
“letting his guard down” in relation to interac-
tions with his peers. Bill led the group through 
a debrief session where each person thanked 
someone for something that happened during 
the day. When it came to M he stated “Who 
do i want to thank? [Pause] i’d like to thank 
Brad, because he was very helpful being a back 
up belayer. And though he didn’t really climb, 
he just really helped a lot” (Field notes, day 2,). 
Brad’s reaction to this recognition showed that 
he was completely taken by surprise,

Brad just lit up at this. His face was 
first one of complete surprise as 
though he was not expecting this 
at all. Then he rocked back on his 
seat and came up beaming from ear 
to ear.  He raised his arms as though 
he had just finished the New York 
marathon. (Field notes, day 2)

After M thanked him Brad responded 
by saying, “All i can say is A+ for you! You 
got more than just one A+, you got a hundred 
and fifty A+’s” (Field notes, day 2). kevin also 
commented that he felt being thanked by M 
allowed Brad to move from being on the ‘out-
side group’ to feeling more accepted.

The teambuilding session on the second 
evening also appeared to be an important ex-
perience for Brad. The activities used in this 
session (Touch My can and Human knot) 
were chosen with the purpose of providing op-
portunities for the group to work cooperatively 
to solve problems. The activities were present-

ed, facilitated, and debriefed by Jane. during 
both his post-trip and follow-up interviews, 
Brad referred to the teambuilding session in a 
very positive way.  When asked to talk about 
what he had learned on the trip, Brad respond-
ed “Talk to people more” as it would help him 
“make new friends” (Brad, post trip interview). 
in the course of this interview Brad was asked 
why he increased his level of trust and play 
toward other group members after the team-
building session and he responded that “we got 
close”. Brad did not seem to be able to gauge 
how the other group members felt toward him, 
but when told that they had indicated that 
they liked him he responded “They do? i try 
my best to be the best person i can be…i’m 
still wondering if that will last…i’d like it to 
last” (Brad, post trip interview). Brad seemed 
surprised that his peers liked him and wanted it 
to last but did not know how accomplish that. 
during the follow-up interview when he was 
asked to reflect back on the trip and what he 
had learned from the 3-day experience, Brad 
again referred back to the teambuilding session,

Remember the game that we had 
our hands crossed and tried to make 
it into a perfect circle. Well that 
changed my idea about people…i’d 
never played games like that before 
with other people, i’d never had as 
much fun with anybody else. (Brad, 
follow-up interview)  

despite his positive experience on the trip 
and the realization that it could help him to 
make new friends Brad also stated that he did 
not feel that he could talk with people better 
now.  He elaborated that he had trouble speak-
ing and “Sometimes i put the wrong words in 
the sentence.  That’s my problem…when i am 
saying really big sentences i don’t know i act 
kind of weird and i speak a different language” 
(Brad, post trip interview). 

The relationships that Brad had begun to 
form with his peers on the trip seemed to have 
a lasting impression on Brad. during the fol-
low-up interview Brad stated that he would go 
on another trip and join in the activities with 
the same group but not with a different one. 
He elaborated that:

if i wasn’t there on the trip not that 
many people would have this much 
fun you know.  When i was there 
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they had a lot of fun. They really 
had a lot of fun with me. i can be 
one of the most coolest people in the 
world. (Brad, Follow-up interview)

Brad also explained that he had allowed 
the other participants to get to know him 
through the stories that he had told them and 
that he only shares these with people that he 
really knows. This would indicate that Brad 
had formed a relationship with the other group 
members that allowed him to interact on a 
deeper, more personal level.

The most dramatic change in Brad’s  
behavior toward his peers was observed dur-
ing the van ride back from Smith Rock. This  
behavior was in stark contrast to the van ride 
to Smith Rock where Brad chose to exclude 
himself from interactions with other partici-
pants. 

We are on the trip home and for 
the last two hours Brad has been 
talking non-stop to everyone that 
is sitting around him. He is actu-
ally completely engrossed in the 
conversation back there…it appears 
as though the kids are not worrying 
about his little quirkiness. He started 
talking about the aliens again and 
bombing and they are just joining 
in with that rather than completely 
excluding him. Brad struck up the 
conversation initially. (Field notes, 
day 3)

Jane commented upon the contrast in 
Brad’s behavior between the two van trips in 
depth.  in particular, she noticed the change 
in how Brad interacted with the group and in 
turn how they reacted to him.

You know what i liked was the fact 
that Brad wasn’t bonding with the 
adults but with the kids. Because 
he is usually with the adults. Gen-
erally on rock climbing trips what 
he does is kind of hangs out on his 
own. He really viewed himself as 
an intermediate between the adults 
and the kids, and at the end of this 
trip he was a kid. He had been ac-
cepted into the group. it wasn’t just 
that they accepted him, because he 
could be accepted and still exclude 

himself. But he actually wanted to 
interact. (Field notes, day 3)

This change in Brad’s behavior was evi-
dent for Jane as she referred to it again in a 
follow-up interview.

i can’t stop thinking about looking 
back in the van and seeing Brad 
with all the kids and the interaction 
that was taking place. Just the look 
on his face, he was happy and excit-
ed about actually being part of the 
group and playing the game. (Jane, 
Follow up interview)

indeed in his follow up interview 1 month 
after the trip, Brad stated that during the van 
ride back to Smith Rock he felt more comfort-
able with the group and that his interactions 
were different due to this fact. When asked if 
he thought the experience would help him to 
talk to his peers on other trips he stated that 
“i’d rather speak to the ones i’ve talked to be-
fore” (Brad, Follow-up interview).

over the course of the 3-day trip Brad 
moved from excluding himself from interac-
tions with his peers to joining in more group ac-
tivities. in his follow-up interview Brad stated 
that he would participate in activities with the 
same group of participants again; however, this 
change did not transfer to individuals outside 
of the Smith rock climbing trip participants.

Brad as Helper
The second theme that emerged from 

the data was that of Brad as helper. due to not 
wanting to climb or take a lead role in belay-
ing, there was a large amount of time where 
there was the potential for Brad not to be ac-
tively involved in the experience. despite this 
potential, Brad was able to successfully create 
a role for himself as a helper to the group and 
in some ways as a mediator between the adults 
and the younger group members. Through his 
actions, Brad clearly established himself as a 
valued member of the group. This role seemed 
more apparent when the group was actually 
climbing. Brad assumed the role of helper both 
with the trip leaders and his peers. He assisted 
the trip leaders with setting up and taking 
down the ropes for the climbing sessions on 
both days.  on the 2nd day, he also helped cB 
without prompting,

cB has just left where i was sitting 
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and walked down the hill to get 
something to lie on because she is 
tired. Brad took off after her down 
the hill. At one point when cB 
needed to step around some equip-
ment and down a step, Brad offered 
her his hand to help her and she ac-
cepted his help. (Field notes, day 2)

during the climbing session on the 3rd 
day, cB was getting ready to climb with M be-
laying and Jane and Brad on back-up belay. cB 
was having trouble tying the fisherman’s knot, 
“Brad jumped right in to show her how to do 
it…Brad continued to help cB by showing 
her the good footholds. ‘See that big slab right 
there? look down. There it is now pull yourself 
up. Good you’ve got it.’ (Field notes, day 3).

The role of helper was recognized and 
valued by other group members. When asked 
what she had learned about her peers on the 
trip, cB responded, “like with Brad he likes 
to help other people out” (cB, post trip in-
terview). Bee also commented on Brad’s role 
as helper, “Brad doesn’t like to rock climb but 
he helps on backing up [belay]” (Bee, post trip 
interview). in addition, kevin noticed that 
Brad had taken on the role of helper within 
the group. 

He [Brad] feels, because he’s kind of 
a helper, a pride at being the go be-
tween with the instructors and the 
students. And he’s found himself a 
niche even though we didn’t create 
it for him; he created it for himself. 
(kevin, day 2)

it seemed as though Brad was eager to 
help the trip leaders and his peers during the 
climbing sessions as it gave him a definite role 
within the group.

Discussion

The purpose of this paper was to explore 
opportunities for interpersonal and intraper-
sonal experiences for a 13-year-old boy with 
HFA who participated in an inclusive adven-
ture education program. The findings from this 
study would suggest that participation in the 
3-day trip provided positive interpersonal and 
intrapersonal experiences for Brad. This is in 
line with previous research in adventure edu-
cation for individuals with disabilities (Ander-
son et al., 1997; McAvoy, Holman, et al., 2006; 

McAvoy et al., 2006; McAvoy et al, 1989) and 
is particularly informative in regard to how 
persons with HFA may benefit from inclusive 
Ae programs. in particular, over the course of 
the 3-day trip Brad engaged in more social in-
teraction with his peers.  

during his pre-trip interview, Brad stated 
that it was difficult for him to make friends. ini-
tially, Brad’s interactions with his peers reflect-
ed this; however, as the group went through 
the ‘getting to know each other process’, Brad 
became more comfortable and began to inter-
act more with the other group members. Be-
ing thanked by M during the debriefing session 
and the teambuilding activities were impor-
tant events for Brad and seemed to allow him 
to initiate and join in more interactions with 
the other group members. The reaction to the 
public recognition by M points to an increase 
in Brad’s social self-efficacy (Smith & Betz, 
2002) demonstrated through his increased so-
cial interactions with his peers and with M in 
particular and is in line with previous findings 
(Bandura et al., 1996).

The objective of the teambuilding session 
was to introduce activities that would involve 
group members utilizing communication, coop-
eration, trust, and problem solving skills. The 
activities were the vehicle the trip leaders uti-
lized to foster growth in the interpersonal and 
intrapersonal development of the participants. 
The teambuilding experience was very power-
ful for Brad and seemed to be a major impetus 
in him “letting his guard down” with the other 
group members. The nature of the teambuild-
ing activities provided the group with activi-
ties where the demand of the task necessitated 
joint effort to solve the problem. The Smith 
Rock climbing trip was the first time that a 
structured teambuilding session had been in-
cluded in the trip activities.  on previous trips 
the leaders had organized some cooperative ac-
tivities for trip participants, but these were not 
a structured part of the trip. Jane commented 
that the positive outcomes she observed from 
the teambuilding session for all trip participants 
were much greater than from the cooperative 
activities on previous trips. These positive out-
comes led Jane to recommend to her executive 
director that all future overnight No limits 
trips should include a structured teambuilding 
session. it would seem that this session allowed 
Brad to make a connection with the other trip 
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participants that he had not made on previous 
No limits trips.  

contrary to previous findings (Schleien, 
McAvoy, & Rynders, 1995), there was an 
observable increase in the social interactions 
from the individual with HFA toward his typi-
cally developing peers. A dramatic increase in 
Brad’s social interactions within the group was 
evident during the van ride home, as he inter-
acted with the four other group members for 
the entire ride back. This increase in Brad’s in-
ter and intrapersonal development was main-
tained for a period of at least 1 month after the 
trip, but did not transfer outside of the partici-
pants of the Smith Rock climbing trip.  

due to the nature of Brad’s disability, the 
increase in interactions with his peers can be 
considered a powerful outcome from his partic-
ipation in the trip and is contrary to previous 
findings (lord & Magill-evans, 1995; McGee 
et al., 1997). Autism is characterized by defi-
cits in social interaction and communication 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2000) 
where the development of social relationships 
is considered to be a major area of difficulty 
(Bauminger, Shulman, & Agam, 2004). Au-
tism is often manifested in inappropriate social 
interactions, which can lead to the alienation 
of the individual with autism within a group. 
Brad did exhibit some behaviors that initially 
seemed to exclude him from the group. At the 
beginning of the trip when he appeared to 
be anxious about a situation he would begin 
to tell stories that involved bombs or a fan-
tasy alien world. As his comfort level with the 
group seemed to increase, leading to more posi-
tive social interactions, there was a decrease in 
Brad’s inappropriate social interactions. 

in regard to social inclusion and interper-
sonal relationships, the increased interactions 
indicated that Brad’s peers had achieved the 
milestone of looking beyond a disability and 
focusing on Brad as a person (Schleien, McA-
voy, lais, & Rynders, 1993). in particular it 
was evident that Brad was surprised to discover 
that the other participants on the trip liked 
him and wanted to interact with him. This 
small but crucial piece of information allowed 
Brad to experience a social success within this 
group of peers and bolstered his social self ef-
ficacy. Past success in a given situation is one of 
the four primary determinants of self-efficacy 
theory (Bandura, 1997). This small success 

that Brad experienced with the group may 
have reduced his anxiety in interacting with 
group members and further empowered his so-
cial inclusion.

An important aspect of adventure educa-
tion activities is that the participants transfer 
what was learned from the experience to other 
areas of his or her life (Gass, 1990). iin Brad’s 
particular case, although he reflected in his in-
terviews on the importance of transferring the 
lessons learned from this experience to other 
areas of his life, it seemed that this transfer did 
not occur. This lack of transfer is in contrast 
to previous research by McAvoy et al. (2006). 
Brad’s reluctance to participate in activities 
with another group of individuals indicated 
that his increase in social self-efficacy was lim-
ited to interactions with the participants on 
the Smith Rock trip. This is in line with Social 
cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986) where self-
efficacy is situation or task specific. Although 
Brad recognized that interacting more with 
his peers was important in other areas of his 
life, his confidence in doing this was limited to 
this particular group of peers. in such cases, it 
is important to work toward a broader transfer 
of improvements in social self-efficacy to other 
groups of peers. For this to occur, we would sug-
gest that this experience be repeated in a vari-
ety of situations with different groups of peers. 
in addition, when there is a participant with a 
disability that involves deficits in social inter-
action, the trip leaders should specifically focus 
on ways to transfer the lessons learned from the 
experience to other areas of the participant’s 
life. We would argue that through repetition of 
a successful experience and effective debriefing 
(facilitating the transfer of learning) that Brad 
could achieve a sufficient strength in his social 
self-efficacy that would allow him to interact 
with his peers in other situations more success-
fully. 

it is argued within this study that the 
nature of Brad’s disability played a prominent 
role in his choosing the role of helper or me-
diator within the group. An aspect of this role 
for Brad was to act as a mediator between the 
adults and the participants. it seemed that 
Brad was initially more comfortable engaging 
in social interactions with the adults on the 
trip. it is proposed that this level of comfort 
materialized from previous mastery experi-
ences (Bandura, 1997) in social interactions 
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with No limits staff. The staff members, who 
have experience working with individuals 
with disabilities, had not alienated Brad when 
he demonstrated socially inappropriate behav-
iors. As a means of interacting with the other 
group members, Brad would relay what the trip 
leaders said to his peers. This type of behavior 
was an indication of his initial low social self-
efficacy relative to interacting with peers. 

during the trip Brad did not want to 
climb or belay and, as such, there were extend-
ed periods of time where he potentially would 
not be engaged with the other group members. 
At the start of the trip Brad assumed the role 
of helper to the staff but did not seem to be in-
terested in helping the other participants. Brad 
had assumed this role on previous No limits 
trips which indicated his comfort in interact-
ing with the No limits staff but not other trip 
members. As Brad experienced more mastery 
experiences in social situations with his peers 
on the 3-day trip, he became empowered to 
assume to role of helper with his peers. The 
increase in Brad’s social self-efficacy allowed 
Brad to become a functioning member of the 
group during the climbing sessions. Brad also 
engaged in more helping behavior during other 
aspects of the experience which, according to 
No limits’ staff, had not occurred during other 
trips.   

Brad commented on the fact that he is 
different from other ‘kids’ and that he tries to 
be the best person he can be. To compensate 
for feeling different Brad assumed the role of 
helper in order to find an accepted place with-
in the group, providing him with a purpose for 
being there. This is in line with social role val-
orization (SRV) theory (Wolfensberger, 1983) 
where people who assume roles that are valued 
by others will be rewarded more than those 
whose role is not valued, or devalued. in Brad’s 
case, taking on the role of helper allowed him 
to participate socially within the group dur-
ing the climbing sessions without having to 
expose his perceived lack of ability in climb-
ing. Brad’s decision not to climb during the trip 
could align with previous literature (devine & 
lashua, 2002; devine & Wilhite, 2000) that 
found lower perceived acceptance of disability 
related to physical skills or capabilities. The 
role of helper allowed Brad to experience be-
ing included in his group of peers and led to 
an increase in social interactions. in this way, 

Brad’s role in the climbing sessions permitted 
him to be included in the Ae experience and 
would support devine’s (2004) contention 
that inclusive leisure contexts can act as a con-
nector for social acceptance of individuals with 
disabilities.

Recommendations 

This study provided an exploration of op-
portunities for interpersonal and intrapersonal 
experiences for a 13-year-old boy with HFA 
who participated in an inclusive adventure 
education program.  The limitations of this re-
search include: single intrinsic case study, the 
short 3-day duration of the trip, the inclusion 
of only 1 participant with a disability, and the 
only disability being high functioning autism. 
Not withstanding the limitations of this study 
the findings suggest that the 3-day inclusive 
rock climbing trip provided Brad with positive 
interpersonal and intrapersonal experiences. 
There is a need for further research in the use 
of inclusive adventure education to impact 
interpersonal and intrapersonal development 
in individuals with HFA. Specifically this re-
search should explore how interpersonal and 
intrapersonal development occurs, what fac-
tors in the Ae program impact this develop-
ment, and how this development can be trans-
ferred or generalized to other situations. 

in light of the findings of this study we 
make the following recommendations for 
therapeutic recreation professionals working 
to deliver Ae programs as a means of fostering 
positive interpersonal and intrapersonal expe-
riences for individuals with HFA. it is impor-
tant to provide purposeful activities designed 
to facilitate a sense of community within the 
group that are sequenced appropriately (Frank, 
2004). include these activities as early as pos-
sible in the trip and focus on building early 
social success and developing social comfort. 
Providing early social success will help to fos-
ter a more positive social self-efficacy which in 
turn will lead to more social interaction. if pos-
sible, start the trip with an initial icebreaker 
activity and then build in other activities that 
work on both interpersonal and intrapersonal 
skills. 

creating an environment that is physi-
cally and emotionally safe for individuals with 
HFA can help to foster more comfort in social 
interactions. This can include the use of a Full 
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Value contract (Frank, 2004) and the chal-
lenge by choice or partial participation ap-
proach to participation level in activities. The 
Full Value contract uses participant input to 
establish desirable and undesirable behavior 
toward each other. For this to be effective, the 
trip leaders need to ensure that all participants 
voice their opinions to foster ownership of the 
contract. Allowing participants to choose their 
level of participation in activities provides a 
safe environment where negotiation of roles 
within the group can occur. 

The importance of including a staff mem-
ber who has experience working with indi-
viduals with HFA cannot be stated strongly 
enough. This person will be able to provide 
knowledge and understanding of the practi-
cal and programmatic implications of working 
with individuals with HFA. 

Providing a disability awareness session 
for all trip participants will allow those without 
disabilities to gain more knowledge and under-
standing of living with HFA. Where possible, 
the individual with HFA could share how 
this disability impacts their daily life, how it 
is manifested in their behavior, and ways that 
they cope with living with the disability. if this 
is not possible, then a trip leader could share 
this information, preferably with the help of 
the individual with HFA. 

A crucial aspect of Ae programs is to pro-
vide an opportunity for participants to process 
what has occurred during the trip and how this 
can impact other areas of their lives. The trip 
leaders must ensure to provide time to conduct 
purposeful debriefing sessions with the partici-
pants to help them to reflect on, understand, 
and apply the learning that occurred on the 
trip to other areas of their lives (i.e., transfer). 
Specifically with individuals with HFA focus 
in on transferring changes in social interac-
tions or social self-efficacy to situations beyond 
the trip.

Conclusion

The social isolation experienced by in-
dividuals with HFA can be devastating. Find-
ing ways to increase the social interaction of 
individuals with HFA is imperative if we are 
to help to decrease their social isolation. The 
inclusive Ae trip in this study provided Brad 
with positive experiences that led to an in-
crease in his social self-efficacy, thus increasing 

his social interactions with his person the trip. 
The power of the Ae experience for Brad was 
evident in this study. in his own words, partici-
pating in the activities with the group helped 
Brad to feel part of a “big old family”. if it can 
do this for Brad, think about the potential for 
other individuals with HFA.
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