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Abstract 

Within ecotourism there is a built in assumption that tourists are the only ones who gain 

knowledge from an interpretive service. I sought to fill in that gap by looking at the ways the 

experiences of providing nature interpretation influenced interpreters’ professional practice. To 

accomplish this, semi-structured interviews involving 5 Ontario-based nature interpreters were 

conducted. Their narratives were analysed and coded using the method known as template 

analysis, the results of which were then used to make a comparative analysis. The results of this 

study indicate that there are two avenues through which nature interpreters learned from their 

experiences: through reflection initiated by emotions and through a realisation made from the 

experience. For the four participants who reported a change to their professional practice, that 

change came in the form of more inclusive practices being incorporated. 

 

Key Words: Experiential learning; nature interpreters; interpretation; ecotourism; inclusive 

practice; professional practice; Ontario; Canada 
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Thesis Overview 

Wanting this thesis to describe the ways the experiences of providing nature 

interpretation influenced interpreters’ professional practice, I guided my research with the 

following questions: (1) What did interpreters report as an experience? (2) How was their 

experience transformed into learning? and (3) How did the interpreters’ experience and learning 

impact their professional practice? These questions impacted the approach I took in subsequent 

chapters. 

In Chapter 1, I describe ecotourism and its educational components, define the role of 

nature interpreters, and outline the purpose of this study as inspired by the demonstrated gap in 

the existing literature.  

In Chapter 2, the literature review, I focus on three key experiential-learning theories 

(Kolb, Mezirow, and Jarvis), providing summation of those theories and of the ensuing critiques. 

Based on those critiques, I explain why I decided to use Jarvis’s theory as my theoretical 

framework. 

In Chapter 3, the methodology section, I outline the design and methodology of this 

research. Included is a section on narrative approach and template analysis of the data. 

In Chapter 4, participants’ narratives provide detailed accounts relating to three themes 

discovered while coding the transcript data. Those three themes consisted of participants’ 

responses to the initial experience, participant realisations from the experience; and qualities in 

interpretive practice that resulted from themes 1 and/or 2.  

Lastly, in Chapter 5, I discuss the findings of this study and relate them to the writings of 

other academics and to the thesis question: How does the experience of providing nature 

interpretation influence interpreters’ professional practice? The conclusion follows along with 
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the implications and limitations. 

  



 

 
 

3 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

My research describes the ways the experience of providing nature interpretation 

influences interpreters’ professional practice. This chapter serves to chronicle the history and 

educational components of ecotourism, define and discuss what is a nature interpreter, and 

highlight questions and ideas previous research has developed. The topic of this research was a 

culmination of all these sources.  

Ecotourism: Historical Context 

According to Warn (1999), the growth of mass international tourism, a form of travel for 

large segments of the world’s population, began in the second half of the 20th century. This 

growth was largely due to three factors. First, technological advancements introduced larger, 

more efficient, and more affordable methods of transportation (such as wider airplanes or faster 

trains). Second, the advent of industrialisation and urbanisation meant improved lifestyles (also 

known as “standards of living”) and wages to the middle- and working-classes, allowing more 

people the luxury of participating in recreational tourism (Warn, 1999, p. 25). Third, mass media 

and its promotion of a consumer culture informed and educated people about foreign places, and 

fuelled their desire for new adventures. Worldwide, the number of tourists has grown from 25 

million in 1950 to 592 million by 1996 (Mesplier & Bloc-Dureffour, 1997, as cited in Skanavis, 

Matsinos, & Petreniti, 2004, p. 735). 

Warn (1999) discussed the development of two types of mass tourism models: the top-

down model and the capitalist model. The top-down model is an “expert-led and planned 

tourism. . . . It is usually very large-scale and designed for the package tourist market (p. 8).” The 

capitalist model of mass tourism yields to “market forces. It is typified by a tourism industry in 

which multinational companies shape development according to world demand. Little regard is 
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paid to the local communities” (p. 8). Central to mass tourism, as implied by Buckley (2009), is 

its tendency to operate along the notions of commercialism (p. 643). Commercialism is a 

business concept whose principal focus is on short-term financial gains.  

It was, perhaps, partly a result of this commercialist foundation that mass tourism became 

known for intensifying the degradation of the environment. That is because mass tourism is “the 

production of industrially organised tourism that supports the movement of large numbers of 

people” (Cooper & Michael Hall, 2008, p. 62) and “as the volume of visitors increases, so does 

their [environmental] impact” (Warn, 1999, p. 51). The concept of carrying capacity seems to 

support these conclusions by arguing that as tourism flows increase, so, too, does the threat of 

exceeding a local environment’s carrying capacity: the level of activity an environment can 

sustain without serious environmental problems or damage (Warn, 1999). However, when 

tourism activities and volume do exceed the local area’s carrying capacity, known as the 

saturation limit, serious environmental impacts are to be expected (Warn, 1999). Such impacts, 

as Visser and Njuguna (1992, as cited in Skanavis et al., 2004, p. 743) have stated, include:  

• damage to water quality and aquatic life (due to boating, unsustainable fishing practices, 

and human waste);  

• damage to terrain and its ecosystems (due to unregulated garbage disposal, land use, 

deforestation, and noise); and  

• the depletion of water resources (due to changes in consumption patterns and changes to 

ground permeability).  

Ecotourism was created as an alternative form of tourism in response to two realities. The 

first was the pressures that mass tourism was increasingly exerting on the natural environment 

(Williams & Shaw, 1998, as cited in Skanavis et al., 2004). The second was tourists’ 
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dissatisfaction with mass tourism (Fennell, 1999, as cited in Skanavis et al., 2004). The aim of 

ecotourism was to change the way in which the tourism industry operated: specifically, to move 

away from commercialism (Buckley, 2009). Ecotourism adopted an approach that would 

minimise the damaging environmental impacts mass tourism was known for (Cook, Yale, & 

Marqua, 2010). As a concept, ecotourism began in the 19th century when national parks and 

wilderness areas in America, Australia, and New Zealand were established under pressure from 

segments of the population (for example, hikers and bushwalking clubs) who desired to see 

remote areas preserved for their recreational purposes (Mercer, 1996, as cited in Self, Self, & 

Bell-Haynes, 2010). According to the Canadian Environmental Agency Council (1991), 

Canada’s move to protect natural areas also began at the end of the 19th century. Canada’s first 

provincial park, Ontario’s Algonquin Park, was established in 1893 for the same reasons: 

resource protection and recreation (p. 19). Ecotourism is defined as tourism that: 

offers experiences that enable visitors to discover natural areas while preserving their 

integrity, and to understand, through interpretation and education, the natural and cultural 

sense of place. It fosters respect towards the environment, reflects sustainable business 

practices, creates socioeconomic benefits for communities/regions, and recognizes and 

respects local and indigenous cultures, traditions, and values. (Goeldner & Ritchie, 2009, 

p. 484, as cited in Self et al., 2010, p. 112) 

Wood (2001) offered a similar definition of ecotourism albeit from the perspective of the 

travellers rather than that of the industry: if persons traveled and were educated about the local 

society and environment, supported locally owned businesses, and/or engaged in 

environmentally conscious behaviours, then they were participating in ecotourism (p. 19). Since 

the introduction of ecotourism as a tourism option, it has “developed into the fastest-growing 
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segment of the tourism industry” (Wood, 2001, p. 19). It has been estimated that ecotourism’s 

growth rate is several times that of any other form of tourism (Ecotourism, 2009, as cited in Self 

et al., 2010). 

Citing multiple sources (for example, Chenu, 2007 and Cox, 2007), Self et al. (2010) 

discuss how, with the growth of ecotourism, “some organisations” began to worry that as 

ecotourism increased in popularity, so too would the misappropriation of the term “ecotourism” 

as a marketing tool in order to attract revenues from travel programs not eco-friendly in nature 

(p. 115). In fact, some tourism operators had begun to “greenwash” their travel programs as 

ecotourism options simply if they offered tourists an outdoor experience (Baker, 2005, as cited in 

Self et al., 2010). “Greenwashing” is the use of the word “ecotourism” simply as a selling point 

(Constantineau, 2007, as cited in Self et al., 2010). 

According to the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) (2001), as a 

testament to ecotourism’s “growing importance” and its potential to generate positive economic 

and social developments and environmental conservation, the United Nations declared 2002 to 

be The International Year of Ecotourism (IYE) (p. 2). The UNEP and the World Tourism 

Organisations (WTO) were mandated by the Commission on Sustainable Development’s Inter-

agency Committee on Sustainable Development to design the IYE program. In response to this 

mandate, and having drawn from previous conferences, the UNEP summarised ecotourism as 

consisting of the following components: “(a) contributes to conservation of biodiversity; (b) 

sustains the well[-]being of local people; (c) includes an interpretation/learning experience; (d) 

involves responsible action on the part of tourists and the tourism industry; (e) is delivered 

primarily to small groups by small-scale businesses; (f) requires lowest possible consumption of 

non-renewable resources; and (g) stresses local participation, ownership and business 
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opportunities, particularly for rural people” (2001, p. 4). Of importance to my study is the 

inclusion of “interpretation/learning experience,” which I will discuss in turn in the following 

subsections.  

Learning Experiences (also known as experiential learning) and the Educational Approach 

of Ecotourism 

I will begin by discussing the educational approach taken within ecotourism, personally 

having equated learning with education (both formal and informal). The educational approach 

taken in ecotourism is available within its very definition. Specifically, ecotourism is understood 

as operating as a subcategory of sustainable tourism (UNEP, 2001). According to Warn (1999), 

the goals of sustainable tourism, in the form of ecotourism, are to: 

encourage conservation by education of both local people . . . and the tourists. . . . It leads 

by example with both the quality of sites conserved and the quality of their management. 

. . . It develops an environmental focus by solving environmental problems and exporting 

ecotourism ideas around the world (p. 75; emphasis added). 

Of particular note in this definition are the components of learning and environmental problem 

solving. Both of these components are also present in the definition of environmental education 

as defined by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), 

in collaboration with UNEP and the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development 

Paris (OECD). Environmental education is: 

a permanent process in which individuals gain awareness of their environment and 

acquire the knowledge, values, skills, experiences, and also the determination which will 

enable them to act individually and collectively to solve present and future environmental 

problems . . . as well as to meet their needs without compromising those of the future 
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(UNEP/UNESCO/OECD Paris, 1992, as cited in UNESCO, 1999, p. 4; emphasis added). 

Both definitions of environmental education and sustainable tourism (which includes 

ecotourism) agree on the importance of knowledge acquisition and problem solving. This 

congruency suggests that ecotourism uses environmental education as its educational framework.  

One way for ecotourism to achieve the knowledge-based goals of environmental 

education and UNEP’s (2001) aim of learning experiences (p. 4) is through the implementation 

of experiential learning (as an approach). According to that definition, experiential learning is 

defined as 

the combination of processes throughout a lifetime whereby the whole person – body 

(genetic, physical and biological) and mind (knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, 

emotions, beliefs and senses) – experiences social situations, the perceived content of 

which is then transformed cognitively, emotively or practically (or through any 

combination) and integrated into the individual person’s biography resulting in a 

continually changing (or more experienced) person. (Jarvis. 2007, p. 1) 

It is important to note that when Jarvis defined experiential learning he did not imply that every 

single social situation a person experiences will be transformational and integrated into their 

biography, resulting in a changed person. Rather, he specified that for social situations to result 

in transformation and integration they need to involve a moment of “disjuncture.” A person 

enters disjuncture when in a “situation [where] our biography and the meaning that we give to 

our experience of a social situation are not in harmony” (Jarvis, 2007, p. 3). Disjuncture occurs 

as a result of: 

• a slight gap between our biography and our perception of the situation to which we can 

respond by slight adjustments in our daily living [that] we hardly notice since it occurs 
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within the flow of time; 

• a larger gap that demands considerable learning; 

• in a meeting between persons [in which] it takes time for the stranger to be received and a 

relationship, or harmony, to be established; [and] 

• wonder at the beauty of the cosmos, pleasure and so forth at that experience. In some of 

these situations, it is impossible to incorporate our learning from them into our biography 

and our taken-for-granted. These are what we might call ‘magic moments’ which we look 

forward [to] and hope to repeat in some way or other. (Jarvis, 2007, p. 3) 

Jarvis explains that it is from a state of disjuncture that the learning process begins and that 

“learning is a process of transforming the experiences that we have and these always occur when 

the individual interacts with the wider society” (2007, p. 2). These definitions of experiential 

learning can be understood to be a learning model where the ability to transform the worldviews 

of those having gone through an experience is recognised. Having defined experiential learning 

and how it can occur, it is now important to relate its use back to ecotourism. 

In Ecotourism’s Hidden Potential—Altering Perceptions of Reality, Duenkel and Scott 

(1994) argue that when tourists go on novel ecotourism excursions, the reality of the outdoor 

excursion (due to the physical distance away from their everyday reality) becomes the tourists’ 

main reality. In addition, tourists may be exposed to situation-specific realities (also known as 

values and beliefs) during the interpretive process. When these elements occur, tourists may 

realise that their values and beliefs, rooted in their everyday lived reality, may no longer be 

sufficient in understanding their new situation, leading to the development of new views and 

understandings: a new nature-based reality (Duenkel & Scott, 1994, p. 42). In retrospect, the 

learning potential of ecotourism excursions that Duenkel and Scott describe echoes Jarvis’s 
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(1997) conceptualisation of experiential learning as a result of “disjuncture.” 

I would argue that the experiential learning tourists go through at ecotourism 

destinations, as outlined by Duenkel and Scott (1994), also applies to nature interpreters, as 

discussed and defined in the next subsection. Although nature interpreters’ lived realities are 

already based in the natural environment (ranging from local municipal parks to vast wilderness 

areas) as a result of the job requirements, disjunctures may still occur; for example, when 

witnessing a visitor littering or flower picking. Nature interpreters can be susceptible to 

experiencing a disjuncture when their nature-based, lived reality, is disrupted by the tourists’ 

own lived reality. 

Interpretation and the Nature Interpreter 

It is important to clarify the interpretive element of ecotourism and specifically the role of 

those known as nature interpreters. According to a document from the National Park Service: 

U.S. Department of the Interior (as written by Bacher et al., 2007), an interpretive service, 

addresses park conservation by educating visitors on the value of its resources. Interpreters are 

mandated to facilitate this aim. The role of park interpreters is to “translate artifacts, collections, 

and physical resources into a language that helps visitors make meaning of these resources” 

(Bacher et al., 2007, p. 2). Duenkel and Scott (1994, p. 42–43) outline that the role of nature 

interpreters, also known as outdoor educators, includes the following responsibilities:  

• encouraging the rejection of the dualism that sees humans as separate from nature: 

damage to one will affect the other;  

• fostering a sense of insignificance;  

• creating an awareness that humans can live without going against the natural environment 

or the interests of other people; 
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• creating an awareness of how our removal from the natural world is facilitated by the 

way we conceptualise our lived reality; 

• providing a venue for critical questioning and reflecting; and  

• developing a holistic understanding of environmental problems. 

It is important to note that, for the purpose of this paper, outdoor educators, environmental 

educators, effectively people whose job it is to teach about the environment, are considered 

nature interpreters. 

Statement of the Problem 

In response to a previous research project I completed that looked at what ecotourists 

learned while engaged in ecotourism, I began to wonder about what nature interpreters learned 

from their exposure to different domestic and foreign tourists’ ideas during their interpretive 

service. Further study led me to the conclusion that, in ecotourism, there is the built-in 

assumption that the only people who gain knowledge from ecotourism workers’ interpretive 

services are the tourists who are the recipients of those interpretive services. Little to no attention 

has been given in academia to the knowledge that nature interpreters gain when interacting with 

and providing their interpretive services to ecotourists. I will use two papers to highlight the 

perceived gap and the built-in assumptions in the literature involving nature interpreters and their 

learning. 

Duenkel and Scott (1994) discuss how, by shifting the tourists’ understanding of their 

reality, ecotourism has an amazing opportunity to foster new environmental understandings and 

attitudes within their learners. Interchangeably citing both Berger and Luckmann (1966) and 

Duenkel (1994), Duenkel and Scott (1994) present an argument that people’s daily lives are the 

predominant reality upon which they base their understanding of the world. Often those everyday 
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understandings of reality are taken for granted until their reality is disrupted by an incident where 

in their understanding of the world is insufficient or inapplicable to the situation. If that problem 

is unable to merge with their everyday lived reality, then a new reality will emerge. Excursions 

into nature are one way for this emergence of a new reality to occur (Duenkel, 1994, as cited in 

Duenkel & Scott, 1994). That happens because people’s understanding of reality is based on the 

physical locations of their bodies (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, as cited in Duenkel & Scott, 

1994). During a nature-based excursion, participants’ everyday home reality no longer applies 

due to their physical distance from it; travel to new places, such as the wilderness, generally 

offers opportunities for new realities to emerge. Often, when the excursion ends and the people 

return to their home, the everyday lived reality conflicts with the reality of the place they had 

journeyed to, necessitating a re-interpretation of their lived reality in order for the two realities to 

co-exist. Through their guiding practices, outdoor educators are in the best position to encourage 

learners to renegotiate their realities (Duenkel & Scott, 1994).  

Duenkel and Scott’s (1994) article led me to ask myself: Would nature interpreters not 

also be susceptible to moments or experiences of disjuncture? Would that disruption be due to 

the meeting of two realities: the one reality being the tourists’ and the other reality being the 

nature interpreters’?  

Christie and Mason’s (2003) article, “Transformative Tour Guiding: Training Tour 

Guides to be Critically Reflective Practitioners,” explains that the nature interpreter and visitor is 

the main interaction during an interpretative service. In addition, “where the cultural differences 

between visitors and members of the local community are particularly marked, then the 

transformation (on at least one side) is likely to occur” (Harrison, 1997, as cited in Christie & 

Mason, 2003, p. 1). The authors make the suggestion that nature interpreters’ understandings 
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could create a disjuncture from the meeting of two realities. They argue for the need to improve 

interpreters’ training so that their professional practice will include elements that will enhance 

their ability to transform the values and assumptions of not only visitors but of themselves as 

well, mainly through critical reflection. They suggest for transformative tourism as an approach 

and define it as the “practice of organised tourism that leads to a positive change in attitudes and 

values among those who participate in the tourist experience” (p. 9; emphasis added). They go 

on to add that guides should be trained to critically reflect upon their personal values and 

assumptions that inform their interpretive stance so that they can go back and reflect on incidents 

that lacked in benefits to either the site or the visitor. Christie and Mason (2003) conclude that 

current guide-training programs ignore ecotourism’s transformative potential due to their over-

emphasis on knowledge acquisition and the lesser emphasis on critical reflection.   

There were many studies looking at the educational impacts of ecotourism on tourists. 

Some studies outlined the role of nature interpreters within ecotourism; however, my additional 

searches of the literature failed to produce studies that tested or documented the learning that 

nature interpreters gained from guiding tourists, domestic or foreign. It is a result of this 

perceived gap in the literature that I conducted this research study.  

Purpose of the Study 

In an attempt to remedy the perceived gap within the literature, the overarching goal of 

my research was to understand nature interpreters’ experiential learning. Specifically, this 

research intended to describe the ways the experience of providing nature interpretation 

influenced interpreters’ professional practice. For the purpose of this study, experience was 

defined as a lived incident involving a disruptive encounter between a nature interpreter and a 

participant.  
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By doing this study, my aim was that its results would add to the scholarship and 

documentation of ecotourism’s educational value from the perspective of nature interpreters and 

would inform future nature interpretation training and professional development programs. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

In order to explore and build the theoretical framework of this study, I looked at theories 

that dealt with adults learning through experiences. Taking my cue from my initial literature 

review (presented in Chapter 1), the key words/phrases that informed my search included 

“transformation,” “experiential learning” and “reflective practice.” Three theories provide 

relevance: Mezirow’s (1991, 1997) Transformative Learning Theory, and Kolb’s (1984) 

Experiential Learning Theory, which are the two foundational theories in the field, and also 

Jarvis’s (2007, 2009) Learning Process Theory, which is the theoretical framework of my 

research. This chapter will briefly look at the theoretical models of both Mezirow and Kolb, 

outline the critiques of those theories, and explain why I decided not to use them as my 

theoretical framework. As well, a more detailed overview of Jarvis’s theory and critiques will 

follow, along with my reasoning behind its use as the theoretical model for this study.  

Adult Learning Theories Involving Learning from Experience and the Critiques 

To understand the learning process that nature interpreters go through in order to 

transform an experience into learning, I needed to find a relevant theoretical framework. Within 

environmental education, Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory and Kolb’s Experiential 

Learning Theory have been the staple theoretical frameworks for understanding experiential 

learning. As a result, this chapter briefly outlines both theories and some critiques of those 

theories. Two significant components were found to be missing from both theories: the 

continuous role of context throughout the learning process and the role of emotions in learning. 

As a result of this finding, I discuss Jarvis’s Learning Process Theory, which became the 

theoretical framework that informed my work. 

Mezirow’s transformative learning theory. 



 

 
 

16 

According to Jack Mezirow (1997), “transformative learning is the process of effecting 

change in a frame of reference.” Adults have acquired many frames of reference, in other words, 

“associations, concepts, values, feelings, [and] conditioned responses,” that inform their 

interpretation of an experience and their subsequent course of action (p. 5). Two dimensions 

make up one’s frames of reference: “habits of the mind” and “points of view.” These dimensions 

serve as a mechanism through which a person understands and acts upon their lived experiences. 

Habits of the mind are defined as “broad, abstract, orienting, habitual ways of thinking, feeling, 

and acting influenced by assumptions that constitute a set of codes . . . [and] become articulated 

in a specific point of view” (pp. 5–6). The points of view dimension refers to the “constellation 

of belief, value judgement, attitude, and feeling that shapes a particular interpretation” (p. 6). 

“Points of view” are more accessible to critical reflection and transformation than a “habit of the 

mind” and result from people having an experience that leads to their reflecting on the values and 

assumptions proven insufficient in interpreting that experience. The more difficult and 

uncommon transformation to achieve is that of a “habit of the mind,” which involves becoming 

aware of and reflecting on the underlying generalisations/biases informing a person’s own 

invalid “point of view” (Mezirow, 1997). In either dimension, reflection for the purpose of 

transformation is characterised by rationality: the ability to rationally and critically examine the 

validity of one’s own values and assumptions enables the possibility of their revision (Mezirow, 

1991). Mezirow (1997) concludes that transformational learning will not occur if the interpreted 

experience fits into an individual’s pre-existing habit of the mind or point of view.  

Critiques. 

Critiques of Mezirow’s theory were made by Clark and Wilson (1991) and Mälkki 

(2010). Clark and Wilson (1991) argue that the conceptualisation of rationality and critical 
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reflection in Mezirow’s theory advocates the power of individual agency over external 

influences. In addition, they maintain, Mezirow effectively fails to continuously maintain the role 

of multiple contexts (such as cultural and social) that situated the person, their experience, and 

the person’s interpretation of that experience, essentially “remov[ing] the very element which 

brings meaning to experience” (p. 76). Mälkki (2010) somewhat agreed with Clark and Wilson’s 

critique by adding that Mezirow failed to make explicit the ongoing role emotions and the social 

context play in the reflective process and interpretation.  

Mezirow’s theory was unsuitable to use in this study because it lacked an account for the 

role context plays throughout the learning process and the role of emotions. In order to find the 

elements missing in Mezirow’s theory, my inquiry turned to Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning 

Theory. 

Kolb’s experiential learning theory. 

David Kolb’s theory was not chosen to be the theoretical framework of this study because 

his theory is inaccurately depicted in the visualised model (see discussion below). David Kolb 

(1984) understood learning as “the process whereby knowledge is created through the 

transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the combination of grasping experience 

and transforming it” (p. 41). Kolb used the word “dimension” to describe these two factors of 

knowledge: he conceptualised the grasping of experience as the prehension dimension and the 

transforming of that experience as the transformation dimension. According to Kolb, learning 

will be insufficient if either the “prehension” (shown on the vertical arrow in Figure 1) or the 

“transformative” dimension (shown on the horizontal arrow in Figure 1) is not present because 

“simpl[y] perc[eiving] an experience is not sufficient for learning; something must be done with 

it. Similarly, transformation cannot represent learning, for there must be something to be 
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transformed, some state or experience that is being acted upon” (Kolb, 1984, p. 42).  

Within each of these dimensions, Kolb (1984) describes two learning methods, and they 

are characterised as being “dialectically opposed adaptive orientations” (p. 41). “Abstract 

conceptualisation” and “concrete experience” form the “prehension” dimension: a dimension that 

contains the (a) “comprehension” or (b) “apprehension” forms of “grasping” an experience. The 

process of “comprehension” relies on “conceptual interpretation and symbolic representation.” 

“Apprehension” is the “tangible, felt qualities of immediate experience” (p. 41) (see vertical line 

in Figure 1). “Active experimentation/reflective observation” forms the “transformation 

dimension,” a dimension that contains the (c) “intention” or (d) “extension” forms of 

transforming the grasped experience. “Intention” involves reflection, and “extension” involves 

acting upon the world (p. 41) (see horizontal line in Figure 1). With two different ways to grasp 

an experience and another two to transform it, knowledge from an experience can emerge in four 

different ways: accommodative, divergent, convergent or assimilative knowledge (represented 

by the four quadrants in Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Visual representation of Kolb’s experiential learning theory. Adapted from Experiential 
Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development, by D. Kolb, 1984, Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice-Hall, p. 42. 

Critiques. 

The first time I looked into Kolb’s theory, it was through the visual model (see Figure 1). 

At first glance, it appeared to be a cyclical representation of what looked like a learning process 

involved in experiential learning. The arrows between each stage appeared to signal a 

progression between stages. Kolb’s description of his theory as a “four-stage cycle” (p. 42) 
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contributed to my preliminary conclusion that, indeed, I was looking at a learning process theory. 

However, looking at the written words of the theory led me to realise that essentially what Kolb 

was describing as learning from experience was not a four-stage cycle but four stages involving 

two dimensions (prehension and transformation), different combinations of which lead to one of 

four knowledge outcomes/learning methods. I believe that by conceptualising learning as a four-

stage cycle and representing that conceptualisation as a circle, Kolb misrepresented the four 

stages his written theory discusses. Below is a rearranged model I created that is more 

representative of Kolb’s theory. The four stages of Kolb’s model are represented by the bold 

boxes. 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Modified model of Kolb’s learning theory. Information adapted from Experiential Learning: 
Experience as the Source of Learning and Development, by D. Kolb, 1984, Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, p. 42. 

A critique from Bergsteiner, Avery, and Neumann (2010) validates my impressions and 
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conclusions by arguing that Kolb’s cyclical model is a representation of four learning methods 

and that Kolb’s theory does not follow “accepted modelling practices;” the critics acknowledge 

that a lack of adherence to accepted modelling practices can lead to confusion (p. 33). In 

particular, they note the misleading representation of “activities” as points rather than “lines” as 

per accepted modelling practice. The confusion about what Kolb’s model represents is also 

evident in Jarvis (2005) who also misinterpreted Kolb’s theory based on the model depicting a 

cyclical learning process. In particular, he misinterpreted the concrete experience stage as 

demonstrating that in the experiential learning process “learning can start from experience or 

from an abstract idea of theory” (p. 7). Jarvis did not realise that, when compared to Kolb’s 

theory, the modelling structure does not match the written theory: essentially that concrete 

experience is not the starting point of experiential learning as Jarvis understood it but rather one 

of two ways an experience is grasped in the prehension dimension.  

Despite this misinterpretation, Jarvis (2005) makes an excellent point in regards to the 

dualism present within Kolb’s theory: that of body and mind. Kolb defined learning as “the 

process whereby the knowledge is created through transformation of experience” (as cited in 

Jarvis, 2005, p. 6; see Kolb, 1984, p. 41). This definition, in addition to the lack of representation 

of the person in Kolb’s model leads Jarvis (2005) to argue that Kolb’s (1984) theory advocates 

the dualism of mind over body in learning, where the notion that knowledge, rather than the 

person, is at the centre of learning and therefore the person (and his/her body/felt bodily 

emotions) are assigned a passive role in the process of learning.  

It is because of the contradictions between Kolb’s theory and his model, along with the 

removal of the person from learning, that I was still seeking a theory on experiential learning, 

one where the modelling and theorising were consistent. 
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Jarvis’s learning process theory. 

This section provides a brief overview of Jarvis’s Learning Process Theory by focusing 

on the three models that make up that theory: (1) Transformation of Sensations Through 

Learning, (2) Transformation of the Person Through Learning, and (3) Socialisation and 

Internalisation of Culture. Greater details on concepts from Jarvis’s theory, as they relate to my 

study, are discussed in Chapters 1 and 5. 

Transformation of sensations through learning. 

Jarvis (2006) argues that learning begins with a novel experience that stimulates any 

combination of a person’s five senses. If these “sensations,” as Jarvis (2009) calls the senses, are 

experienced by a person in such a way that defies interpretation and understanding through their 

pre-established meaning then that person will experience “disjuncture” (p. 38). In essence, the 

person enters a state of “unknowing” (Jarvis, 2007, p. 4). This constitutes Box 2 of Jarvis’s 

(2007) Transformation of Sensations through Learning Model (see Figure 3). Once in a state of 

“disjuncture,” the person will attempt its resolution through meaning making (Box 3) (Jarvis, 

2007). The meaning is subjected to a “trial-and-error” phase of testing to see if “the meaning fits 

the sensation” (symbolised by the double-direction arrows between Boxes 2 and 3) (Jarvis, 2009, 

p. 41). This meaning can come from a source internal or external to the individual (Jarvis, 2007). 

If “the meaning fits the sensation” (Box 3) the meaning will then be subjected to a “trial-and-

error” phase of testing its social acceptability (symbolised by the double-direction arrows 

between Boxes 3 and 4) (Jarvis, 2009, p. 41). If socially acceptable, that meaning is then 

practised by the individual (Box 4) until it becomes part of the person’s pre-set meanings, also 

known as entering a state of “taking our sensations for granted, which [then] forms the basis of 

habitual behaviour [Box 5]” (Jarvis, 2009, p. 41). It is important to note that at any point in the 
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process a person may move back and forth between Box 2 and 3 or Box 3 and 4 if the meaning 

given to his/her sensation is insufficient in resolving the disjuncture and/or is socially 

unacceptable (symbolised by the two-direction arrows in between Boxes 2, 3 and 4) (Jarvis, 

2009). Jarvis (2006) concludes that sensation-based disjuncture, and the need to resolve it, 

operates as a person’s motivator for acting on experiences that otherwise would not be acted 

upon (p. 24). Therefore, the Transformation of Sensations model should be considered in relation 

to the Transformation of the Person through Learning model (Jarvis, 2006). 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Jarvis’s Transformation of Sensations Model. Adapted from P. Jarvis, 2009, Learning to be a 
Person in Society, London, England: Routledge, p. 40. 
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Transformation of the person through learning. 

Jarvis (2007) argues that learning “is the process of transforming the whole of our 

experience through thought, action, and emotion and thereby transforming ourselves as we 

continue to build perceptions of external reality into our biography” (p. 5; emphasis added). This 

process is represented in Jarvis’s second model: the Transformation of the Person Through 

Learning Model (see Figure 4). Box 1 represents the individual person and the pre-set meanings 

he/she brings to an experience, while Box 2 accounts for encountering an experience that brings 

about a state of “disjuncture.” Boxes 3-5 represent the three ways a person responds to that 

experience (“through thought, action, and emotion”) (p. 5). Box 6 represents the person who is 

changed, while Box 7 shows the individual and the pre-set meanings (including those gained) 

that may or may not inform his/her interpretation of the next novel incident experienced. 
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Figure 4. Jarvis’s Transformation of the Person Through Learning Model. Adapted from P. Jarvis, 2007, 
Globalisation, Lifelong Learning and the Learning Society: Sociological Perspectives, London, England: 
Routledge, p. 6. 

Socialisation and internalisation of culture. 

This leads us to Jarvis’s (2007) third model: The Socialisation and Internalisation of 

Culture Model (see Figure 5). This model situates the process of learning within society and 

culture; socialisation per se. The arc represents a person’s culture (“defin[ed] . . . as the totality 

of knowledge, beliefs, values, attitudes, and mores, and norms of a social group”) (p. 8). Ego 

stands for the individual who internalises “disjunctural” responses specific to the various social 
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groups he/she was born into and exposed to. The individual then goes on to externalise what 

he/she has learned (as in, internalised) onto others (represented by the arrows). It is through the 

process of externalisation that moments of disjuncture will arise. 

 

 
 
Figure 5. Jarvis’s Socialisation and Internalisation of Culture Model. Adapted from P. Jarvis, 2007, 
Globalisation, Lifelong Learning and the Learning Society: Sociological Perspectives, London, England: 
Routledge, p. 8; P. Jarvis, 2009, Learning to be a Person in Society. London, England: Routledge, p. 23. 

Jarvis (2007) concludes that all three transformations (the sensation, the person, and the 

social situation) are involved in learning from experience/disjuncture. However, it should be 

noted that in his theory, Jarvis does not attempt to create a unified model that incorporates all 

three transformations.  

Critiques. 

I found only two critiques of Jarvis’s theory, one from Le Cornu (2005) and the other 

from Bergsteiner and Avery (2009). Both appear to focus on Jarvis’s 2004 model (see Figure 6). 

Many of the issues they critiqued were already remedied by Jarvis by the time he released his 

2006 theory. Since I am drawing on later re-formulations of Jarvis’s model (mainly 2007 and 

2009), the critiques provide little relevance to this study. 
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Figure 6. Jarvis’s 2004 Model. Adapted from H. Bergsteiner and G. C. Avery, 2009, “Jarvis’s Existential 
Learning Model: Making it Work,” Journal of College Teaching & Learning, 6, p. 52. 

Jarvis (2006) reported that he conducted research where he asked participants to write a 

narrative about a learning experience they had had. Participants subsequently compared their 

experiences, first to another participant’s and then in groups of four. These groups were then 

instructed to look at their experiences in tandem with Kolb’s learning cycle model and 

encouraged to question and redraw that cycle to better represent their learning experiences. After 

nine sessions, his first experiential model was created (Jarvis, 2006).   

As a result of this research Jarvis (2006) noted some inconsistencies between his findings 

and Kolb’s learning cycle/model. Jarvis reported: “I have never been able to replicate [Kolb’s] 

cycle from any single group of adults” (2006, p. 189). Furthermore, he stated that a vast majority 

of participants in his research never reported “abstract conceptualisation” (stage three of Kolb’s 
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“cycle”) as part of their learning process. I find such findings unsurprising since, as mentioned 

earlier in this paper, Kolb (1984) argued that “abstract conceptualisation” was one of two 

possible ways in which people grasped an experience before moving on to the transformation of 

their experiences, not the third stage of any cycle. Logic would dictate, therefore, that not 

everyone grasps an experience through “abstract conceptualisation.” Furthermore, it is no 

wonder that his cycle could not be duplicated because, as discussed earlier, Kolb’s model does 

not represent a four-stage cycle when compared to the written theory but rather a four-stage 

process involving four possible learning methods.  

The repercussions of presenting participants with Kolb’s learning “cycle” as a starting 

point for formulating a new learning model are related to but go well beyond the impact Jarvis 

(2006) admits to: that such an approach could have influenced how participants conceptualised 

their experiential learning process (in terms of what was included and excluded). In essence, 

without a comprehensive understanding of Kolb’s theory and how it relates to his model, 

participants were influenced to think about experiential learning using a cycle that simply does 

not exist. The experiential learning model that Jarvis initially created, as a result of these studies, 

may have been fundamentally flawed due to the erroneous understanding and subsequent 

influence of the theoretical framework that informed its development.  

From Three Theories to One: Choosing my Theoretical Framework 

In this literature review I outlined three theories on experiential learning along with their 

flaws. My criterion for choosing the theory to be used was simple: Select a theory that shared 

similar elements with those of the other two theories and perhaps included elements the other 

two were criticised for lacking. Using this method, I chose Jarvis (2007, 2009) to be the 

theoretical framework for my study. Through this literature review on Jarvis’s theory, I have 
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shown that many of the items other authors question about Jarvis’s modelling had already been 

addressed by Jarvis. In addition, Jarvis’s theory (2007, 2009) takes into account the permeable 

role of context throughout the learning process, as evident in his having situated the entire 

experience and learning process within the context of the person (indicated by an arrow situated 

inside Box 1) (see Figure 4).  

Kolb’s and Mezirow’s theories have either been criticised for lacking or for not 

maintaining the influence of a person’s context throughout the learning process. Jarvis’s theory 

also reflects some of the central notions present within Mezirow’s (1991 and 1997) and Kolb’s 

(1984) processes of learning. Those include: transformational learning beginning with an 

experience that cannot be interpreted using pre-set values or assumptions (Mezirow, 1997) 

(similar to Jarvis’s idea of disjuncture); a tangible grasping of experience (Kolb, 1984) (similar 

to Jarvis’s idea of sensations); transformation through reflection (Mezirow 1991) or 

transformation through reflection or action (Kolb, 1984) (similar to Jarvis’s idea of 

transformation through reflection and/or action with the added dimension of emotion); and 

validity testing (Mezirow, 1991) (similar to Jarvis’s trial-and-error phase of the transformation of 

the sensations model). As a result of these congruencies, plus the centrality of context in Jarvis’s 

theory, Jarvis’s (2007, 2009) learning process theory formed the theoretical foundation of my 

research on the ways the experience of providing nature interpretation influenced interpreters’ 

professional practice. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

The purpose of my study was to describe the ways the experience of providing nature 

interpretation influenced interpreters’ professional practice. In this chapter, I outline the 

methodological approach employed, explain the data analysis process, and give detailed 

descriptors of the study’s participants. Before my research began, ethical clearance from Queen’s 

University was granted for this study in 2011 and reissued in November 2012 (see Appendix A). 

Narrative Approach 

The methodology employed within this study was that of narrative research. Narrative 

research “aims at understanding and making meaning of experience through conversations [and] 

dialogue” (Clandinin & Caine, 2008, p. 541).  Narrative research is characterised as a qualitative 

methodology not limited by guidelines as to how to conduct the research and analyse the data 

(Squire, Andrews, & Tamboukou, 2008). Through one-on-one interviews, my investigation 

focused on nature interpreters’ experiences while providing interpretive services. 

For the purpose of this study, “event-centered narrative research” was chosen. In this 

approach “there are assumed to be individual, internal representations of phenomenon — events, 

thoughts and feelings — to which narrative gives external expression. Event-centered work 

assumes that these internal and individual representations are more or less constant” (Squire et 

al., 2008, p. 7).  

Data Collection Method: Interviews 

The choice of using one-on-one interviews was influenced by the study’s purpose, the 

research questions, Jarvis’s conceptualisation of learning, and the interview time restrictions 

themselves. In this subsection, the influence and the significance that these four factors had on 

my choice of implementing interviews as my data collection method will be explained. Also 
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included is an outline of the implemented interview procedures. 

When I initially designed this research, it was evident that my data collection method 

needed to complement the aims of my research. The following questions were used as guides: (1) 

What did interpreters report as an experience? (2) How was their experience transformed into 

learning? and (3) How did the interpreters’ experience and learning impact their professional 

practice? My investigation implied a need to document interpreters’ experiences providing 

interpretive services, experiences that had an impact on the interpreters’ professional practices, 

and it also entailed understanding the experiential learning process that had to have taken place 

for professional practice to be impacted by an experience.  

The nature of the research (that is, looking at the cumulative experience from the initial 

experience, through the learning process, to the application of the learning) and the time 

limitation of one 2-hour interview per participant meant that an ongoing investigation of 

participants’ current experience, documentation of the real-time progression of their learning 

process, and the eventual application of that learning to their professional practice would not be 

possible. As a result, the research needed to be done in regards to the participants’ past 

experiences. A one-time interview with each participant became the chosen data collection 

method. The efficacy of interview methodology is confirmed by Patton (2002): “We 

[researchers] cannot observe everything. . . . We have to ask questions about those things. The 

purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other person’s perspectives” (p. 

341). With the data collection method set at interviews, I designed the interview questions to 

facilitate a semi-structured, one-on-one interview process with the intention of taking my 

investigative cues from the participants’ stories via the use of probing questions. As a result, the 

inquiry directions were not uniform beyond the initial interview questions. 
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Participants and Interview Site 

All five participants for this study were voluntarily recruited from various ecotourism 

operations in Ontario, Canada; one participant was recruited within a 100-kilometer radius of 

Toronto, and four were recruited within a 250-kilometer radius of Kingston, Ontario. Three 

participants formed the basis for the initial recruitment phase, two having been recruited through 

the contacts of my thesis supervisor, while the other was recruited through an announcement 

placed in the Council of Outdoor Educators of Ontario’s (COEO) January 2012 electronic 

newsletter (see Appendix B). Through the method known as snowball recruitment, these three 

initial interview participants were the gateway to the recommendation and voluntary recruitment 

of two additional participants.  

Interviews began in early January 2012 and ended in early March 2012. In the interest of 

time, in addition to the interview questions, letters of information and consent forms (see 

Appendix C) were emailed to participants for their review. This method was implemented to 

ensure that the limited interview time was used effectively by delegating part of the participants’ 

reflective process to the days leading up to the interviews. In addition, email correspondence 

facilitated the arranging of an interview time mutually beneficial to the researcher and the 

participant and an interview location beneficial to the participant. As a result, interviews took 

place in a quiet corner of a public library, in a coffee shop, in a participant’s workplace office, 

and in a private room at the interviewer’s university. 

Before the interviews began, participants confirmed having read the letter of information. 

Some participants had their consent forms already signed, while others were supplied with the 

consent form to sign at the interview site; a scanned copy was kept on an encrypted USB Flash 

Drive, while a duplicate was sent back to the participants via email. The original consent forms 
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were secured in a locked filing cabinet. Some participants asked questions about the research and 

the methods being employed before their interviews commenced; only when I confirmed with 

the participants that their questions were satisfactorily answered did the interviews proceed.  

It should be noted that, although nine interviews with nine different participants were 

conducted in the course of this study, only five participants will be discussed. This is due to the 

following circumstances: (a) one participant’s interview was unavailable due to an equipment 

breakdown leading to an inaudible soundtrack, (b) two other participants’ interviews were 

incomplete due to personal reasons of the interviewer, and (c) through the process of member-

checking, an additional participant withdrew all data from the research study.  

All interviews were audio recorded, and audio files were then electronically transferred to 

my computer where I subsequently transcribed them. I then saved the audio files and the 

transcribed documents on an encrypted USB Flash Drive. Individuals’ completed transcripts and 

a scanned copy of their consent form were emailed to participants for member-checking. Once I 

received an email confirming that the participant had approved the use of the transcript for my 

research, I began the data analysis. 

Data Analysis 

After data collection, transcription, and participant approval of data transcription was 

completed, analysis of the data proceeded. In analysing the data, I focused on analysing the 

experiences the participants had shared that would best inform the research questions. As a 

result, although multiple experiences were shared by the participants in their narratives, only the 

experiences that involved providing an interpretive service to another person were analysed. The 

themes were derived from the analysis of the data using a template analysis style.  According to 

McMillian and Schumacher (2010), in template analysis, initial codes and categories are created 
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using different sources to guide the coding process (such as the data itself or the research 

questions). These initial codes and categories are then used to code the data and are modified as 

new codes and categories are identified (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010, p. 368). This 

definition of template analysis is not unlike the 7-step method as described by King (2012a). 

King (2012b) defined template analysis as a method “involv[ing] the development of a coding 

‘template’, which summarises themes identified by the researcher(s) as important in a data set, 

and organises them in a meaningful and useful manner. Hierarchical coding is emphasised; that 

is to say, broad themes . . . encompass successively narrower, more specific ones” (Basic 

Description of Approach, para. 1).  

The seven steps of template analysis and their implementation within my process of 

analysing the data will now be outlined. Step 1 of template analysis consists of “defin[ing] a 

priori themes” (King, 2012a); these are themes initially “identif[ied as being] strongly expected 

to be relevant to the analysis” (King, 2012b, Basic Description of Approach, para. 1). In my 

study, the broad a priori themes used for coding were derived from the research questions of this 

study: (a) experiences; (b) transformation and change; and (c) impact on professional practice. 

Other a priori themes were derived from Jarvis’s Learning Process Theory, the theoretical 

framework of this thesis. This theory informed the interview questions used in my study. The 

main a priori themes derived from Jarvis theory were reflection, emotion, action, context and 

experience.  

Step 2 in King’s (2012a) template analysis is the transcription stage. I transcribed my 

interviews by repeatedly listening to the taped audio recordings of the interviews while typing 

the participants’ words in a Word document.  

In Step 3 of King’s (2012a) template analysis, the initial coding stage, I began initially 
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coding my data by focusing on identifying connections between the transcripts, the a priori 

themes, and the research questions. This involved multiple readings of the transcripts. Themes 

were modified or devised when segments of the data did not fit into the a priori themes (King, 

2012a). 

Having coded the data, I realised that my initial a priori themes were too broad. Because 

the focus of this study was on the experiences of interpreters, as exemplified in my thesis 

question, I concluded that I would also need to make their experiences the focus of my coding. 

Consequently, I decided to temporarily suspend the 7-step process of template analysis to look at 

the participants’ narratives, isolate the parts of their narratives where they discussed a specific 

experience while providing nature interpretation, and create what King (2012c) called “case 

summaries.” Case summaries draw one’s focus to the important elements within a participant’s 

narrative. Such a method counteracts one drawback to template analysis: “the loss of the sense of 

the individual person in the examination of themes occurring across a group of accounts” (King, 

2012c, para 1).  

After creating the case summaries, I proceeded to Step 4 of template analysis, the 

“produce your initial template” stage (King, 2012a, para. 5). In this step, King (2012a) advises 

researchers to “group the themes you have identified in the selected transcripts into a smaller 

number of higher order codes which describe the broader themes in your data” (King, 2012a, 

para. 5). When devising my initial template, I decided to implement a quality check as per 

King’s (2012a) suggestion in Step 7. Step 7 is a non-sequential stage of template analysis, meant 

to be inserted at any point when coding is being carried out; I decided to put it in at this point. 

King (2012a) includes this step as a method of maintaining validity. I maintained the validity of 

my analysis by including my thesis supervisor in reviewing the case summaries and in devising 
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the themes for the initial template (King, 2012d). From this review process, three themes were 

identified from the case summaries and formed my initial template: (1) emotions/qualities that 

create reflection (need for change); (2) realisations/ways multiple views/perceptions on situations 

exist; and (3) qualities/attributes (in interpretive practice) that now exist. 

I proceeded with Step 5 of template analysis which, according to King (2012a), involves 

working towards the creation of the final template by coding the data using the initial template 

and continuing to modify the template when parts of the participants’ narratives do not belong to 

the themes that make up the initial template. What emerged from my completion of Step 5 was 

the final template, which now consisted of the following three themes that I used to recode my 

data: (1) participants’ responses to the initial experience; (2) participants’ realisations about the 

experience; and (3) qualities in their interpretive practice that resulted from themes 1 and/or 2.  

Then I moved to King’s final stage, Step 6: “Use your ‘final’ template to help you 

interpret and write up your findings” (2012a, para. 7). After using my final template to write up 

my findings, I also constructed a “truth table” to summarise the findings and serve as a tool for 

my final comparative analysis. A “truth table” is used in qualitative comparative analysis where 

each narrative is coded “for the presence or absence of each attribute of interest” (Fielding & 

Lee, 1998, 158–159, as cited in Patton, 2002, p. 492). In this case, the attributes of interest 

consisted of the three themes chosen through data analysis as they pertained to each individual 

study participant. Chapter 5 is rooted in the comparisons I made from this “truth table.”  

Methods of Triangulation 

In this study, the approach to results validation came from Stake (2010), who included 

the use of member checking and review panels as a method through which to achieve 

triangulation. Member checking, which entails participants being sent a copy of their transcribed 
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interviews for review and possible revision, was accomplished via email. A review panel, 

described by Stake (2010) as involving others in data interpretation, consisted of my thesis 

supervisor, whose expertise was drawn upon throughout the process of this study.    

Introduction of the Participants  

Five participants completed this study. Those participants are introduced here with regard 

to (a) their job title, (b) their job site, (c) their definition of “interpretation,” and (d) their history 

that led to their work as interpreters. 

Participant A (PA) has worked for a conservation authority since 2008, recently being 

involved in educating the public about birds of prey. Although her official job title was Resource 

Interpreter, she referred to her interpretive work as being a guide; this was due to her equating an 

interpreter’s role with promoting her meaning, whereas she understood a guide’s role as that of a 

facilitator for others to make their own meanings. PA became a guide from having realised, 

among other things, that a fulfilling job would combine all her various interests in working with 

children, education, and ecosystems while being outdoors.  

Participant B (PB) has worked at various outdoor education centres of different 

affiliations since 1996. At her current position, she is officially known as an Education Officer; 

however, she prefers the title of teacher or outdoor educator. Even though PB doesn’t consider 

herself to be a nature interpreter, which she defines as being someone who does walks and talks 

for a specific program (for example, a guided hike), the public still expects her to be a nature 

interpreter who will help identify species of flora or the tracks of fauna. As an educator, she 

brings – and tries to instill in her staff – an additional element beyond nature interpreters’ 

tendency to identify objects during a guided walk: the fostering of curiosity in visitors by asking 

them questions. PB’s decision to become an outdoor educator was influenced by having spent 
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time in Muskoka as a child: swimming, hiking and having adventures while staying at her 

grandmother’s cottage. The feelings of goodness, calmness, and happiness that she experienced 

during these Muskoka getaways led her to realise the importance of people having outdoor 

experiences and being at peace. In addition, as a young child, she knew she wanted to teach, 

having instructed local children  

Participant C (PC) had worked for 22 years in his last position as an Outdoor 

Environmental Educator before he retired. He felt that nature interpretation was a significant part 

of his responsibilities but not the only one, unlike nature interpreters in a national/ provincial 

park. PC mentioned that having been raised near industrial factories and having railway tracks 

and a junkyard for a playground, facilitated an appreciation for nature that may not have been 

available to him if he’d been raised on a farm; this is due to PC’s belief that a farming experience 

may lead to taking the natural world for granted. Much of his environmental knowledge was 

gained through informal and self-directed means, such as conferences, job shadowing, and 

research. His developed appreciation for and knowledge of the natural environment and his 

understanding of how sensitive it was to human impact, along with his desire to protect that 

environment, impacted his decision to become an Outdoor Environmental Educator.  

Participant D (PD) has worked at three jobs since 2001 that relate to outdoor education: 

as an Outdoor Teacher at a private school, as a Nature Heritage Interpreter at an Ontario 

provincial park, and, for the last four years, as an Outdoor Field Instructor. In the latter job, she 

is responsible for teaching Kindergarten – Grade 12 students in an outdoor setting and in 

accordance with the Ontario curriculum. Growing up, PD always knew that she wanted to be a 

teacher and that she was drawn towards nature appreciation and interpretation. Having spent 

every summer for 20 years experiencing nature firsthand and being close to a provincial park 
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strongly influenced her pursuit of a career in outdoor education. In addition, she took an outdoor 

experiential environmental education course in teachers’ college, where her teaching goals were 

shaped: to develop in others a relationship between themselves and the environment. In addition, 

discovering how differently her peers felt about the environment also influenced her teaching 

goals highlighting the importance of fostering experiences that convey connectivity and care. At 

the time of the interview, she was continuing to encourage these connections and messages in her 

interpretive services. She believes that humans need to be in nature to develop an understanding 

of their relationship to nature; she recognises that it is important to keep the person in the 

environment to learn directly from it. PD believes being outdoors is important if the 

understanding of the connection between people and nature is to become personal and if people 

are to make life changes.  

Participant E (PE) is currently working as a Nature Camp Instructor and Supervisor at an 

Ontario conservation area. Her work requires her to deliver nature-based programs to children 

aged 6–14 during the summer months (the summer of 2012 being her seventh). The focus of this 

camp is to get children comfortable being outside while also teaching them skills meant to 

enhance their outdoor experiences. She considers her role to be synonymous with the title 

“Nature Interpreter.”  Having lived in the countryside her whole life, she took it for granted, not 

realising that many of her peers had never had experiences with rural kinds of environments. 

Being outdoors and playing in nature during her childhood contributed to her respect for the 

environment. When asked what kind of experiences led her to become a Nature Camp Instructor, 

she highlighted having studied the Ontario Curriculum as a project during her undergraduate 

years and realising it tended to promote Eurocentric values of scientific knowledge while 

ignoring the Indigenous knowledge of respect and empathy towards the environment.  
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Chapter 4. Findings 

The purpose of my study was to describe the ways the experience of providing nature 

interpretation influenced professional practice. After analysing participant narratives using a 

template approach (as outlined in chapter 3) and data triangulation, I discovered three themes: 

(Theme 1) participants’ responses to the initial experience, (Theme 2) participants’ realisations 

about the experience, and (Theme 3) qualities in interpretive practice that resulted from themes 1 

and/or 2. This section looks in turn at each theme, as represented by participants’ narratives. At 

the end of the chapter, a consolidated summary of key points from the participants’ narratives is 

provided in a table format.  

Theme 1: Participants’ Responses to the Initial Experience: Strong Emotions and 

Reflective Practice 

An initial experience is defined as the first or primary incident in a series of events. 

During the interviews, all participants reported an emotional response to their initial experience. 

In all participant narratives, the initial or primary experience was characterised by being the 

experience they began their narratives with and from which they further expanded. Four out of 

five participants indicated having reflected on their professional practice when their experiences 

involved strong emotional qualities. Reflection is defined as “a period of iterative active thinking 

and self dialogue about the situation and the emergence of new insights” (Asselin, Schwartz-

Barcot, & Osterman, 2012, p. 5). The fifth participant indicated an experience involving an 

emotional quality; however, reflective practice was not reported. The elicited emotions ranged 

from sympathy and empathy to embarrassment, uncertainty, and distress.  

PA’s story. 

PA described a time when she was leading an indoor presentation to the public on the 
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spread of the invasive species, garlic mustard, in the park. An argumentative man took extended 

objection to her ideas about the importance of promoting native species and referred to the 

spread of invasive species as being part of natural plant succession. In response, PA engaged the 

man in an interpretive dialogue, stressing the detrimental effects garlic mustard can have on a 

local ecosystem (such as destruction of food sources and negative effects on creatures).  

PA’s narrative suggested that her subsequent reflecting on this experience was a response 

to her feelings of uncertainty having been evoked. “I don’t think he left totally convinced, but I 

think that he definitely was thinking. . . a little bit more about some of the issues connected to the 

span of that plant [compared to] when he first came in.” By using the opposing expressions I 

don’t think and I think, PA’s narrative suggests a feeling of uncertainty regarding the exact 

impact the interpretive dialogue had had on the sceptical man. It was this perception of 

uncertainty that initiated PA’s reflective practice, specifically in the form of re-evaluating the 

effectiveness of her methods: 

Interviewer:  “Reflecting back on that [the argumentative man leaving unconvinced], 

would you have done something differently?” 

PA: “Maybe I could have taken him out[side] [because] that [the man leaving 

unconvinced] will happen in the confines of an auditorium or just by explaining the 

maps. But I could have taken him out, and walk[ed] him through [the park] and showed 

him a spread. . . . [I] could have shown him some of the species that we had that were of 

note that were in danger.” 

This excerpt demonstrates the way PA’s feelings of uncertainty of her impact on the sceptical 

man led to her continued reflection upon her professional practice. Reflecting on her program’s 

impact would lead to the reinforcement of in-the-field teaching as a method of introducing a new 
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perspective to others, a strategy she had been unable to implement the day of the incident due to 

time restraints.  

PB’s story. 

When PB was asked what conservation meant to her when she began working as an 

outdoor educator, she defined it as always “being really mindful of your actions,” but she 

acknowledged that her approach to this definition had been “hardcore” during her university 

years. PB shared an unpaid interpretive experience in which she practised the hardcore “No you 

can’t do that” approach to conservation during a backcountry trip in Algonquin Park with her 

mother, her aunt, and a friend of the family. During this trip, the family friend picked a wild 

flower and asked PB to identify it. PB responded by “chew[ing] him out” for having picked the 

flower. PB attributed her reaction to her “conservation mind” being “hardcore: this is the way to 

do it.” PB’s mother took issue with her strong reaction to the situation, warning PB: “You’re 

going to turn people off that way. You just can’t come at it that way, so strong.” In this particular 

incident, PB’s reaction offers evidence of a strong emotional response to this initial experience. 

There was no evidence of reflective practice in PB’s narrative as part of her initial response to 

the experience. 

PC’s story. 

PC shared an incident involving his Outdoor Education Centre’s garbage-less lunch 

program. This program aimed to educate students on the reduction of waste in their lunches and 

encouraged them to use reusable or recyclable containers while also eating unprocessed, possibly 

non-packaged healthier lunches. In the program, PC included several strategies: one-on-one 

discussions with students, setting an example for them, randomly rewarding some students, and 

acknowledging all those learners with nearly garbage-less or completely garbage-less lunches in 
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front of their peers.  

PC’s experience involved one girl out of her group of 25 peers, who, during the garbage-

less lunch awards, did not get acknowledged due to her having an environmentally unfriendly 

lunch. In response, this girl became emotionally distraught, and the supervising teacher informed 

PC that the little girl had been reduced to tears. PC explained to me that the act of excluding this 

girl from receiving an award was the result of his being an “overzealous environmentalist.” 

Feeling bad, his guilt and empathy were rooted in having made the girl cry. He explained: “Well, 

I sympathized . . . [felt] empathy. . . . Who likes to make a girl cry? So I felt guilty [and] bad 

about it.” This experience prompted PC to look “at [his] presentation or the way [he] handled 

that, and [he] made [a] minor adjustment [by adding an honourable mention category to the 

garbage-less lunch awards].” In this case, his reflective practice was due to an experience with 

strong emotional qualities. 

PD’s story. 

PD discussed an experience involving a group interpretation she was co-leading with a 

colleague. At one point in a hike, PD’s colleague stopped the group of youngsters at a set of 

tracks and proceeded to interpret the paw prints as evidence of a fox tracking a rabbit. Within 

this group was a learner who PD described as having demonstrated throughout the hike that he 

“had a lot of attitude” and lacked focus. Not paying attention at the moment, this learner walked 

through and destroyed the tracks PD’s colleague was attempting to interpret to the group.  Upset 

with having lost the teachable moment, PD’s colleague barked at the learner: “What are you 

doing? Pay more attention.” This embarrassed the learner in front of his peers. When asked how 

viewing this incident made her feel, PD broadened the scope of embarrassment to include herself 

and her colleague “It’s embarrassing, on [all] sides, because nobody wins.” In addition, PD 



 

 
 

44 

reported this incident as having invoked feelings in her of embarrassment knowing that she 

herself had also ‘barked’ at learners in the past. Specifically, PD reported having been ‘short 

with’ learners who had demonstrated a lack of awareness of their actions’ environmental impact 

or who were being disrespectful. Another emotion present in the situation was PD’s empathy 

towards the student who was yelled at. She said: “It’s all about putting yourself in the other 

person’s shoes... just reflecting on [the fact]  that nobody likes to be on the other side of that.” 

The significance of this statement was clear: that in addition to her embarrassment, it would be 

PD’s empathy that resulted in her reflection about the situation. PD’s narrative was rooted in an 

experience with a strong emotional quality, mainly embarrassment and empathy. 

PE’s story. 

PE shared an incident that she acknowledged had bothered her a lot. She admitted: “It 

still bothers me, actually.” She reflected that she would have liked to have dealt with it 

differently. The experience involved PE and a camper at a bridge over a marsh, observing a 

dragonfly that was stuck in the water. The camper wanted to help the dragonfly out of the water, 

whereas PE was uncertain if they should interfere with the food chain that the struggling 

dragonfly was a part of. PE explained to the camper that, if left alone, the dragonfly would likely 

become food for fish, an explanation PE felt the camper did not understand. Not knowing what 

was the right thing to do at the moment, PE resolved to leave the dragonfly in the water. She and 

the camper, still visibly upset, proceeded to join the camper’s peers for lunch.  

PE reported that it was at that moment that she was in a state of disbelief at her own 

decision to not rescue the dragonfly. “As soon as we went inside, it was just like, ‘Oh, my gosh. I 

can’t believe that just happened’.” PE offered insight into that statement by saying she felt 

“horrible” for denying the child’s need to believe that “she could make a difference” by not 
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having taken the dragonfly out of the water. 

PE’s reflective practice was a response to this experience having strong emotional 

qualities: the camper was visibly upset, and PE felt horrible and continued to be troubled by the 

event. She said: “I had so much trouble with this one that I still think about it. It was bad.” When 

asked why she still thought about what happened, PE replied: “I did not leave [the camper] with 

a positive experience that day, and that was [my] biggest objective. I don’t think I modeled 

behaviour that showed caring and compassion.” This feeling of having fallen short on her 

objectives was the source of PE’s feeling horrible and her subsequent reflection. She continued:  

In reflecting on that and with the goal of making sure that those kids have positive 

experiences in nature. . . . I should have been a role model for her. . . . She [the camper] 

was very focused on helping this dragonfly, and I should have recognised that instead of 

trying to talk to her about ecosystems and [I should have made] sure she did save that 

dragonfly. Then she [would feel] she could make a difference — which I denied her that 

day. I feel horrible about it. 

These emotions led PE to reflect back on the events involving the camper and dragonfly.   

Summary of Theme 1.   

Evidence suggests that all participants had an emotional reaction to their experiences. 

One participant did not reflect on her professional practice as a result of her primary experience. 

Four of the five participant’s narratives indicated subsequent reflecting on their professional 

practice as an additional response to their initial experience. These four findings all support a 

correlation between reflective practice and emotions. 

Theme 2: Participants’ Realisations from the Experience 

Throughout the paper I use the word realization to emphasise the personalized process of 
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learning. Therefore, realizations can be equated with learning. Four out of five participants’ 

narratives indicated that providing nature interpretation led them to becoming aware of multiple 

perspectives and realisations. All four of those participants became aware of new perspectives 

through a mediator or a secondary source: through a teacher of a student, reading an insightful 

book, attending a lecture, or through a colleague.  Regardless of the source, these perspectives 

led to their making realisations about their professional practice.  One participant of the five did 

not discuss a new realization or perspective on her professional practice; rather she spoke of a 

reinforcement of a perspective she already held before her reported experience. This section 

outlines those realizations as discussed by the participants.  

PA’s story. 

For PA, the experience of discussing the garlic mustard threat with the argumentative 

man was an opportunity for her to engage in an exchange of multiple perspectives through an 

interpretive dialogue. When PA presented on garlic mustard to the group, which included the 

skeptic, she described her viewpoint regarding conservation as purism: “I think more about the 

purist sense.” She defined this term by using the mindset of her former university professor, who 

was a vegetation purist who believed that only “native species are the ones that have value.” 

Using this example, she segued into her own perspective on invasive vs. native species, standing 

on the side of native species: “So I think more that the species that [were] there originally should 

be the ones that we try to promote.”  It was from this purist perspective that PA provided her 

presentation on garlic mustard, and it was in this setting that the argumentative man objected to 

the idea of the spread of garlic mustard being seen as a threat to native species rather as 

indicative of plant ecological succession. 

PA’s narrative suggested that she considered the outcome, of the man not leaving 
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completely convinced, to be, in part, a result of the stubbornness of older individuals. She said: 

“I think a lot of older folks [are] not willing to accept the points of people that are younger than 

them. . . . Which is fine, because sometimes they know better, and I have no issue with [that]. 

Age doesn’t really matter anyways, but some older people are a little more stubborn.” PA 

brought up stubbornness later on in the interview in the form of set values, which she identified 

as a challenge in fulfilling her role as an interpreter. She defined set values and identified their 

challenge as: 

how things work or values about certain things or different understandings. [If other 

people] think that your [set values are] wrong then that could be difficult. If you’re 

talking about conservation, if they don’t view the environment as an important thing to 

protect, then sometimes it’s hard to convey that to them . . . if . . . that sense of wonder 

wasn’t cultivated at some point in their lives. . . . [They hold] different views of the 

environment, different views of what’s worth protecting and. . . what humans should 

have access to. 

Being set in one’s way and values can be an example of stubbornness. What PA’s narrative 

suggested was that she felt what contributed to the skeptic leaving unconvinced of her 

perspective was his own stubborn values on the environment and what was worth protecting. 

This was an environmental view contrary to PA’s.    

When I asked PA how she would deal with a challenge such as set values, she 

highlighted the strategy of making sure to not anger others or make them feel as though their 

values towards the environment are invalid. She would simply suggest other perspectives and get 

others to look at their own values: a strategy she employed with the argumentative man. PA 

came to the realisation that had the presentation taken place outside by a garlic mustard patch 
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then perhaps the conversation with him would have gone differently or he would have been more 

impacted by PA’s purist perspective. In addition, PA emphasised the importance of directly 

observing the phenomenon rather than just discussing it using abstract observations, such as 

maps and facts: 

It [the experience] just emphasized the fact that if you’re out and seeing something 

happen, it makes it a little more easily absorbed. . . . It’s harder when you’re reading 

something or [just] looking at raw facts. It’s easier if you’re in the place and sort of 

seeing it happen.  

Furthermore, PA reported that this approach was one she “was doing before” but a lack of time 

prevented her from implementing it in this situation. Therefore, PA’s narrative did not indicate a 

new realization being reached, but rather a reinforcement of a perspective she already had held 

before her reported experience.  

PB’s story. 

After describing the flower-picking incident, PB discussed a realisation having occurred 

in her understanding of what conservation meant to her, how conservation could be 

accomplished through action, and her approach to promoting conservationism in others. 

Specifically, she twice linked this shift to a second incident involving a university professor and 

his conceptualisation of “do[ing] what you can” toward environmental stewardship. This concept 

was introduced to her when her professor made an analogy linking the economic limitations of 

conservation to the affordability of certain varieties of cheeses: “If you can’t afford this kind of 

cheese or that kind, [buy] what you can, and once you can afford certain kinds of things, just 

[buy or] do what you can.” PB’s narrative suggested that this analogy made her aware of the 

reality of individuals’ economic circumstances impacting their ability to act or do certain things 
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in the context of conservation.   

Through this second experience, PB became aware of the different lived circumstances 

that can inform other people’s approaches to conservation. Her awareness was heightened in 

regard to how others’ socio-economic status can influence their conservation-based priorities. 

She said: “I’m trying to be more realistic and understanding and realising that everyone’s coming 

from a different space, place and socioeconomic background.” What resulted was PB realising 

that her approach to conservation and, specifically, the introduction of her perspective to others, 

needed to be gentler and less judgemental than the “hardcore, this is the way to do it” technique 

she demonstrated during the flower-picking incident.  

PC’s story. 

In order to advocate for waste-reduction, PC used to checked students’ lunches and those 

students with garbage-less lunches or nearly garbage-less lunches were acknowledged 

individually in front of all their peers, four of whom would have their names randomly drawn 

from the pool for a garbage-less lunch prize. Those with “horrible environmental lunches” did 

not make the list and thus were not acknowledged.  

PC’s experience involved a teacher having informed PC that a female student had cried 

for being the only one singled out for having an environmentally unfriendly lunch. This 

discussion would contribute to PC’s realisation that it was his “lack of awareness of the child’s 

emotional experience of being isolated” that had informed his decision to keep her, and only her, 

off the garbage-less lunch list that day. He quickly realised the need to make the awards program 

more inclusive. 

PD’s story. 

Having observed a co-leader “barking” at a learner for his lack of attentiveness during a 
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hike that led to the destruction of some animal tracks and a teachable moment, PD gained a new 

perspective into her own practice of yelling at learners. As her narrative suggested, PD’s practice 

was informed by her own perspective and experiences that embodied messages of humans’ 

impact and the need for diligence while in nature. Specifically, PD stated that one reason she 

yelled at learners was rooted in her own past experiences outdoors, where she had already 

learned the impact of not being mindful of one's actions. In her past, she had accidentally stepped 

on a meadow vole and watched it die in agony. That experience deeply affected PD and served to 

demonstrate the connectivity and interrelatedness between her and nature. She indicated that 

being short tempered toward her learners was rooted in having “already experienced the vole 

situation. . . so [I] already knew what the impact was going to be if you dealt with something in a 

certain way. . . . So [I’d] always bark at students if they were being disrespectful or not aware.”  

From this experience, PD “realised [that learners lack of awareness or disrespect of 

nature was] because they don’t know why [they should].” In addition, PD also realised that she 

did not want to snap at her students anymore: “It definitely taught me that I didn’t want to be that 

way, and I guess it took seeing it in someone else to realise that.” Furthermore, that experience 

led her to realise that her past experiences were not part of others’ past experiences, that a 

younger perspective existed: 

Initially, my perspective was not to disturb the environment as much as possible. 

However, over the last few years, I realised that . . .  my students have not had the same 

experiences that I have [had], life experiences in terms of their relationship with the 

environment. So my perspective has had to change because [learners] are still developing 

. . . their appreciation of the natural environment. . . . My understanding and their 

understanding were very different. . . . [Theirs is] a younger understanding; it wasn’t as 
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developed. 

Another realisation PD had about her practice of barking at learners was that learners’ 

understanding does not come from being scorned. “Personally, [I know] it’s not taking the right 

approach. It's kind of like the ‘because I said so’ approach to things, which doesn’t create 

understanding. . . . The kid just gets yelled at, but there’s no learning from it. They just think that 

they’re idiots.” 

PE’s story. 

PE’s experience, involving the child and the trapped dragonfly, brought to her attention 

two perspectives on how one can help the environment. PE told me that her decision to not save 

the dragonfly had been informed by her own perspective, which was the belief that to interfere 

was “tough” because she felt that it was not her place to choose whether a creature lived or died. 

In addition, she cited her university education as having informed her decision; in particular, she 

referred to discussions on ecological processes that showed how everything has a role within an 

ecosystem and how interventions do not always result in positive impacts. As a result, PE tended 

to consider the totality of ecosystems and, in particular, tended to see the creatures within them 

as making up a “whole picture” rather than “individual parts.” She acknowledged: “I certainly 

wanted to teach [the visitor] about ecosystems and how they function.” It was this perspective 

that informed PE’s interpretive services. 

PE also came to realise that by not saving the dragonfly she was not modeling for the 

learner the valuation of all life through actions: “I don’t think I modeled behaviour that showed 

caring and compassion. . . . I think it’s just recognising that every life is worth something no 

matter how small that action may seem. If that’s what I’m trying to teach the children, then I 

need to model that behaviour as well.” This passage suggested PE’s realisation that helping the 
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environment though non-interference was not the only way to help. She now understood that 

fostering care and compassion towards the environment can be another way one can help the 

environment, something her professional practice had been lacking. 

PE stated that if she were to be placed in a similar situation, she would definitely take the 

dragonfly out of the water. When asked why this change in approach took place, PE could not 

think of a “definitive moment” and still wondered why that shift occurred. She speculated on that 

shift having taken place as a result of later on having read the book “Coyote’s Guide,” saying 

“The guide showed me how I needed to be a role model for those children. Like I said, if I am 

teaching them how to show that compassion, then I need to show it as well.” PE went on to add: 

“I should have been a role model for [the young camper] and shown that even though an action 

might seem small, it can still make a difference.” 

Summary of Theme 2. 

As the above responses have highlighted, all but one of the five participants (PA) 

reported becoming aware of multiple perspectives and realisations about their professional 

practice as a result of providing nature interpretation. In each case, their awareness resulted from 

coming in contact with a secondary source: a teacher, colleague, book, or lecture. The one 

remaining participant did not report coming to a new realisation of perspective upon her 

professional practice, rather that her experience led to a reinforcement of an already-held 

perspective.  

Theme 3: Qualities in Interpretive Practice that Resulted from Themes 1 and/or 2. 

As a result of their experiences, in conjunction with the elicited responses and 

realizations, four out of five participants indicated that their experiences led to an emphasis on 

the need for new practices. The fifth participant reported a reinforcement of routines she already 
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had in place within her professional practice.    

PA’s story. 

PA’s narrative suggested that the experience involving the argumentative man and the 

garlic mustard emphasised the importance of taking visitors into the field, as opposed to teaching 

them from maps as a method of introducing new perspectives. PA replied: “I was doing it before; 

I just happened to be indoors that day. But that . . . just emphasized that I should continue to do 

[it].” PA added that the element of time constraints, having “caught” the visitor in a transition 

period between two presentations, limited her ability to take him into the field. This experience 

led to an emphasis on the practice of taking visitors into the field as a teaching strategy; it did not 

lead to a change in PA’s professional practice because it was already part of her teaching 

strategy.  

PB’s story.  

PB reported that as a result of the experience involving the family friend picking the 

flower and becoming aware of people’s various realities, her professional practice in regards to 

conservation shifted. Specifically, she reported that her professional practice “shift[ed]” away 

from “telling people what to do” and being judgemental and towards a gentler approach of 

setting an example and being more understanding of others’ realities. She replied: “I’ve softened 

a bit, and [I try] to be more realistic and understanding and realising that everyone’s coming 

from a different space, place, and socioeconomic background. The best way to make those 

changes is by showing that example.”  

Wanting to clarify how her shift in thinking about conservation led to a shift in her 

professional practice, I asked PB if she were now to see a child picking a flower how would she 

react. PB hypothesized that if she were now in that situation, she would take a why question-
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based approach (example: “Well, why do you think I asked you not to do that?”), rather than her 

previous “Don’t do that” approach. PB concluded that implementing such a why-based strategy 

to teaching about conservation would not put “anyone’s back up.” As a result, PB narrative 

demonstrates a shift to her professional practice. 

PC’s story. 

PC’s narrative about his garbage-less lunch program indicated that having gone through 

the experience of being told about making a child isolated and upset led to a shift in his 

professional practice away from exclusion: “it’s an inclus[ion].” In particular, in response to the 

incident of the girl having cried for being excluded, PC reported having shifted away from being 

an “overzealous environmentalist” who, for decades, had not been sympathetic to people “who 

waste or consume unnecessarily” to a person who recognised the importance of being less “harsh 

and unforgiving in the environmental sense” and “being gentler with [children] and more 

sensitive to [their] sensitivity.” This shift impacted PC’s professional practice: He expanded his 

garbage-less lunch awards to include the category of honourable mention for students whose 

lunches exhibit a range of garbage levels. This was understood as a way to make the program 

more inclusive. “So, in those situations, . . . [I] try to find some saving grace in their lunch and 

include them in the list anyway. . . . Even though they [have] some garbage I [don’t] embarrass 

them or berate or make them feel bad.”  

PD’s story. 

PD’s narrative indicated that having observed a barking colleague led her to make three 

changes to her professional practice: (a) asking “why‐” based questions and providing 

explanations of cause and effect: “So I changed. . . . I started telling my story [the vole incident], 

and I started asking [learners] if they had similar understandings of cause and effect”; (b) being 
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less judgemental and more patient with learners; and (c) showing empathy to her learners’ 

youthful thus limited knowledge base. By taking students’ “younger” perspectives into account 

during her teaching, PD reported that she yelled less at students. In essence, PD changed her 

professional practice to teach to her learners’ perspectives, rather than from her own:  

I think it’s just always keeps coming back to your understanding where the individual is 

coming from and emphasising their strengths. I had to take on my role as an educator 

from their perspective. That’s the biggest thing that’s changed: understanding where my 

students are coming from.  

PD discussed becoming more empathetic and implementing a more inquiry-based approach to 

her teaching from having observing her colleague: “A lot of my teaching now is based on student 

inquiry: if there’s a question coming from the student about an action, or a ‘why,’ that’s usually 

what directs my teaching now.” PD also told me of her efforts to become less judgemental of 

others based on the extent of her knowledge base: “I’ve really worked hard on judgement 

because . . . if I went into any other field of learning, I wouldn’t want to be judged based on my 

[newcomer’s] knowledge base.”  

PE’s story. 

The experience with the girl wanting to save the struggling dragonfly and PE having 

denied her the chance to make a difference led to PE feeling terrible about that denial. At a later 

time, having read the book “Coyote’s Guide,” PE came to two conclusions relevant to the 

dragonfly incident. There are more ways to help the environment than just through a policy of 

non-interference. It is also important to model the attitudes and behaviour she wanted visitors to 

embody. These realisations led PE to incorporate teaching compassion over non-caring and 

leading by example when deciding the best course of action in the natural environment. “If I am 
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teaching them how to show compassion, I need to show it as well . . . and keep in mind that role 

modeling, and make sure that my actions are consistent with what I’m teaching.” As a result, PE 

stated that if she were to be placed in a similar situation she would definitely take the dragonfly 

out of the water. 

Summary of Theme 3. 

As this section demonstrated, four out of five participants’ narratives indicated an impact 

on their professional practice as a result of their experiences; they emphasized the need to 

implement new professional practices. One participant, due to her experience reinforcing a held 

perspective, did not report a quality in her professional practice having changed as a result of her 

experience.  

Chapter Summary 

The purpose of my study was to describe the ways the experience of providing nature 

interpretation influenced professional practice. In this chapter, five participant narratives were 

presented as they related to three themes discovered by my analysis: (Theme 1) participants’ 

responses to the initial experience, (Theme 2) participants’ realisations about the experience, and 

(Theme 3) qualities in interpretive practice that resulted from themes 1 and/or 2.  

In Theme 1, all participants reported an initial response to their initial experience, be it 

through reflection (PA, PC-PE) and/or emotions (PA-PE). 

In Theme 2, four participants out of five became aware of multiple perspectives and came 

to realisations about their professional practice as a result of having had their experience (PB-

PE). Of note was that in each case, participants’ awareness was the result of a secondary source 

external to themselves (such as a teacher, colleague, book and/or lecture). The fifth participant 

(PA) reported a reinforcement of already held perspectives as a result of her experience, thus she 
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did not report a new realisation or perspective coming to bear upon her professional practice.  

In Theme 3, four out of five participants (PB-PE) said their professional practices were 

impacted as a result of their experiences. All four indicated new practices being incorporated into 

their work.  

When the data was placed on a “truth table” (see Table 1), interesting trends emerged. 

Most participants who had engaged in reflective practice as a response to their initial experience 

were also those who reported an emotional response (PA, PC-PE). One participant (PB), did 

have an emotional response but did not report reflecting upon her experience. Three of the four 

participants (PC-PE) who reported reflecting on their experience also indicated changes being 

made to their professional practice, suggesting reflections impact on change.  

Furthermore, four participants (PB-PE) reported arriving at new insights and realizations 

as a result of their experiences, irrespective of whether they reflected on their experience (PC-

PE) or not (PB). They would all report changes being made to their professional practice, 

signaling that coming to new realizations can be an important component to changing a person’s 

professional practice.  

My study reveals that there are two paths through which participants’ professional 

practice was changed from having provided nature interpretation: (1) through reflection initiated 

by an emotion, and (2) through realisations made about the experience. Through either or both 

paths, the “truth table” highlights the new qualities all four of the five participants implemented 

in their professional practice (PB-PE); they are indicative of a move towards inclusiveness. 

Therefore, the two paths and inclusive practice, will be the basis for the discussion section in 

Chapter 5. 
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Table 1 

Truth Table 

 

Story 

Theme 1: 
Participants’ 
Responses to their 
Initial Experience 

Theme 2: 
Participants’ 
Realisations about 
the Experience 

Theme 3: Qualities in 
Interpretive Practice 
that Resulted from 
Themes 1 and/or 2 

PA Garlic mustard; 
skeptical man 
disagrees 

Uncertainty; reflects 
on the uncertainty of 
her program’s impact 
on visitor and what 
strategies she could 
have implemented to 
have a greater impact 

Reinforced already-
held understanding of 
the need to take 
visitors into the field 
in order to introduce 
new perspectives and 
have a greater impact 

N/A 

PB Flower picked by 
family friend 

Chews out family 
friend. Suggests an 
emotional reaction. 
No reflection.  

From a professor’s 
discussion of cheese 
became aware that 
socio-economic 
realities of others can 
impact conservation-
based priorities; 
realised the need for 
a gentler teaching 
approach 

Ask “why”-based 
questions; be 
less judgmental/ 
more understanding; 
set an example 
through her own 
actions; implement a 
softer approach to 
teaching; consider 
students’ 
backgrounds 

PC Garbage-less 
lunches; girl cries 
over being isolated 

Guilt, empathy, 
feeling bad for 
making girl cry; 
reflects on 
professional practice 
and its exclusivity 

Aware of emotional 
experience of being 
isolated; 
realised that his 
professional practice 
did not take into 
account others’ 
experiences 

Implement 
inclusiveness in 
program design; 
communicate with 
gentleness and 
sensitivity; aim at not 
making students feel 
bad or berated 

PD Teachable moment 
using animal tracks; 
Colleague barking at 
learner 

Felt embarrassed and 
empathy; reflects on 
the practice of 
barking and on its use 
and effectiveness in 
her own professional 
practice 

One’s past 
experiences/ 
perspectives not part 
of others’ 
experiences; yelling 
does not foster 
understanding/learnin
g 

Use cause-and-effect 
and student-inquiry-
based teaching 
strategies; consider 
students’ 
backgrounds; care 
more for people;  
display greater 
empathy and 
less judgement 

    (continued) 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Truth Table 

 

Story 

Theme 1: 
Participants’ 
Responses to their 
Initial Experience 

Theme 2: 
Participants’ 
Realisations about 
the Experience 

Theme 3: Qualities in 
Interpretive Practice 
that Resulted from 
Themes 1 and/or 2 

PE Struggling dragonfly; 
non-interference vs. 
rescue dilemma 

Felt bad; reflects on 
her decision to not 
interfere and on her 
goals to provide 
positive experiences 

Aware of “Coyote’s 
Guide” perspective; 
realised she can help 
the environment in 
more ways than non-
interference;  
need to be a role 
model 

Role model care and 
compassion 
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Chapter 5. Discussion and Implications 

My study’s findings supported two ways through which participants’ professional 

practice was changed from having provided nature interpretation: (1) through reflection initiated 

by an emotion; and (2) through realisations made about the experience. Four out of five 

participants’ professional practices would change as a result of a combination of both avenues. 

One participant’s professional practice indicated little change; rather her professional practices 

would be reinforced by her experience. I will end this discussion by outlining how four 

participants’ narratives on changes made to their professional practice can be interpreted as the 

implementation of inclusive practice. I recognize that Jarvis’ (2007, 2009) discusses the 

important role of an individual’s context in the learning process, but due to the time and space 

limitations of this study, I am unable to address it.   

Impacts of Reflection Initiated by an Emotion 

“Experiences from which we learn most are nearly always emotionally charged” (Jarvis, 2009, 

p.142; emphasis added). 

 

The majority of participants of this study (PA, PC-PE) reflected on their experience when 

the reflective process was initiated by an emotion. Three of those participants (PC-PE) also 

indicated making a change to their professional practice. Therefore, this section will address the 

role emotions play in initiating the reflective process, and by extension, the role reflection can 

have on making changes to professional practice. A discussion on why PA’s reflection on the 

garlic mustard incident did not lead to change in her professional practice will be addressed in 

the next main discussion section dealing with realisations.   

To begin this section, I discuss the role an emotional response plays in initiating 
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reflection and change. Academic literature discusses the pivotal role emotions are assigned as a 

precursor to “cognitive processing” (Baumeister, Vohs, Dewall, & Zhang, 2007, p. 174) or to the 

reflective process (Gustafsson, Asp, & Fagerberg, 2008, as cited in Asselin, Schwartz-Barcot, & 

Osterman, 2012). This process can lead to new realisations being made that go on to inform the 

revision of a person’s actions (such as in a person’s professional practice) (Asselin et al., 2012).    

Few theories and research that look at reflective practice discuss emotions. Those that do, 

however, highlight the important role emotions play in the reflective process, especially in 

regards to emotion’s role as an initiator of the reflective process and for subsequent changes 

made to a person’s professional practice. For instance, Baumeister et al. (2007) argue that 

emotions serve as a “feedback system:” emotions “provid[e] feedback and stimulate 

retrospective appraisal of actions” and “can promote learning and alter guidelines for future 

behaviour” (p. 167). In particular, the authors present the following sequence for “emotion-

stimulated cognitive processing”: “an action or event leads to a full-fledged conscious emotional 

reaction, which stimulates cognitive reflection, which in turn produces some conclusion in the 

form of a (new or revised) prescription for action” (p. 174). They go on to argue that the direct 

impact of one’s emotions, especially negative emotions, is the stimulation of cognitive reflection 

that leads to a conclusion made manifest through a new or revised action plan (Baumeister et al., 

2007). In essence, in the context of my study, Baumeister et al. (2007) argue that when an 

experience evokes a strong emotional response (especially a negative emotional response) that, 

in turn, promotes reflection and subsequent conclusions and action. This sequence is reflected in 

the narratives of PC (garbage-less lunches), PD (barking) and PE (dragonfly). 

Further support that emotions play an important role in the reflective process and in 

changing one’s professional practice is in a recent study done by Asselin et al. (2012). This study 
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involved interviewing twelve American nurses with two years minimum experience. Aiming to 

reveal the nurses’ perception and use of reflection in their practice, 21 situations were analysed. 

One finding was a common narrative underlying the participants’ descriptions of how they 

reflected. This common narrative included four phases:  

1. framing the situation (perception of situation in light of the nurse’s role and an emotional 

link to the situation); 

2. pausing (a pause in time and a trigger event that thrusts the nurse into Phase 3;  

3. engaging in reflection (a period of iterative active thinking and self dialogue about the 

situation and the emergence of new insights); and  

4. emerging intentions (development of intention to change practice). (Asselin et al., p. 5; 

emphasis added) 

Furthermore, it was pointed out that 11 of the 12 nurses went through all four phases, although 

not all experienced the four phases in the same order. In summation, Asselin et al. (2012) argue 

that emotions play an important role in reflective practice, operating as initiators of that 

reflective process, a process which in turn leads to a need for change to one’s practice.  

However, reflective practice initiated by an emotion does not always lead to a need to 

change one’s practice, as PA’s narrative involving the garlic mustard disagreement indicates. PA 

indicated having emotionally responded because of uncertainty to her experience. She reflected 

on her experience which did not lead to changes being made to her professional practice.  

Similarly, experience not rooted in reflection initiated by an emotion does not mean a 

change to professional practice is not possible. Jarvis argues that change in a person occurs when 

a he/she has an experience that it is then thought about, emotionally responded to, and/or 

something is done about it – “or any combination of the three” (2007, p. 5; emphasis added). 
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Such was the case in PB’s narrative (flower picking). PB did have an emotional reaction to her 

experience and made changes to her professional practice. However, nowhere in her narrative 

does PB indicate that having chewed out her friend was directly responsible for changes being 

made to her professional practice. 

Therefore, the findings of this study do not support the notion that reflective practice 

initiated by an emotion is always needed for change to take place; nor do the findings indicate 

that the presence of reflective practice initiated by an emotion will lead to changes being made to 

professional practice. However, in the context of changes made to one’s professional practice 

through learning, the findings do suggest that the majority of participants (3/5) who emotionally 

responded to as well as thought about their experience were the more likely to indicate a change 

in their professional practice.  

As a side note, it is important to address the ambiguity that is present within PA’s 

narrative on garlic mustard and in academia regarding feelings. PA’s response to her experience 

was described as feelings of uncertainty. Some editors whom I have worked with have expressed 

the idea that feelings of uncertainty are not an emotion. However, Mezirow (1991) argued that 

emotions are the “interpretations of the meaning of feelings” (p. 13). The only difference 

between a feeling and an emotion, therefore, is that an emotion is simply an interpreted feeling. 

Thus, a feeling is not evidence of a lack of emotion but rather evidence of the level of 

interpretation brought to bear upon the feeling. It is for these reasons that I treated PA’s feelings 

as an example of an emotional response, albeit in a premature, un-interpreted state. Further 

support for treating feelings as emotions, as in the case of PA, comes from Clore (1994) who 

suggested that feelings, such as [un]certainty, function as a feedback system on the validity of 

our knowledge.  
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Impacts of Realisations Made about the Experience 

This study also explored findings that becoming aware of multiple perspectives and 

incorporating the new realisations gained from those perspectives was how interpreters’ 

professional practice was influenced towards changing. In this section, I will discuss how the 

participants’ realisations were mediated after an experience and why awareness of the 

perspectives of others can impact professional practice through socialisation. 

A comparative analysis revealed a common factor that participants who noted an 

awareness of multiple perspectives made changes to their professional practice (PB-PE). What is 

significant in these findings was that, in all these instances, these realisations were made after the 

direct experience:  

1. PB, in sharing her story of flowers being picked, realised that the socio-economic 

realities of others can impact their conservation-based priorities. She realised the need to 

soften her approach with others to reflect this realisation through a university professor’s 

analogy of economic limitations to the affordability of cheese varieties;  

2. PC became aware of the child’s emotional experience of being isolated when he was 

informed by a teacher of the child’s emotional reaction to being singled out during his 

garbage-less lunch awards;  

3. PD realised that her perspective and past experiences were not the same as others and that 

barking at students does not foster understanding/learning was through observing a 

student being yelled at by a colleague and;  

4. PE realised that she needed to be a role model and that there are more ways to help the 

environment than non-interference (as she practised by not saving the dragonfly). This 

realisation was mediated from having read the “Coyotes Guide.” 
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Jarvis (2005) explained that most experiences from which a person’s knowledge about the world 

is gained are secondary in nature: these “secondary experience[s] [are] mediated to us – through 

a teacher, another person, information media, and so on. Secondary experience[s] [are] initially 

somebody else’s primary experience which is then transmitted to us” (p. 12). To summarise, the 

findings of this study suggested that participants’ realisations, gained from their experiences, 

were mediated by the introduction of an external and secondary source of information. 

These realisations would go on to influence the professional practice of the majority of 

the participants. PB, however, was the only participant in this study whose professional practice 

would be influenced solely by realisations made from becoming aware of others’ perspectives 

alone (i.e., without a reflective component). However, the addition of the three participants’ 

(participants PC, PD, and PE) reporting the presence of both a reflective and an awareness 

component in response to their experience and subsequent changes to their professional practice 

suggests that becoming aware of another person’s perspective plays an important role in change. 

To understand how another person’s perspective and awareness can play an important role 

towards change, I will return to Jarvis’s (2007) model on the socialisation and internalisation of 

culture (see Figure 5).  

Through the socialisation and internalisation of culture model Jarvis (2007) argues that 

the learning process is a “social and cultural phenomenon” (p. 8). The culture we are born into, 

in other words, “the totality of knowledge, beliefs, values, attitudes and norms and mores of a 

social group,” is represented by the arc (Jarvis, 2007, p. 8). “Ego” symbolises the individual who 

internalises the social and cultural values and assumptions he/she was were born into and 

exposed to, and who then goes on to externalise what he/she has learned onto others/society 

(represented by the outward arrows) (see Figure 5). It is this externalisation process, where what 
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was learned is transmitted to others, that I wish to focus upon. Jarvis (1995) states that “all 

individuals have the culture of their society transmitted to them through interaction with others. . 

. . It is the process of socialisation” (p. 2). Furthermore, “during the process the recipients accept 

some elements of their culture, modify others and even reject some of the information with 

which they are presented” (p. 7). Through the modification of cultural elements, culture and 

society does not remain fixed, but rather: 

society is changing very rapidly and so . . . culture . . . has changed slightly during the 

period  that it takes individuals to process their responses. The very fact that they 

themselves do  not merely mirror what they receive, but process and change it is part of 

the process of  cultural change itself. (p. 8) 

Jarvis (1995) goes on to argue that this process of change is facilitated when a person goes 

through an experience for which his/her knowledge is inadequate or inappropriate, leading to 

disjuncture and the need for learning. In essence, what is important to take away from these 

excerpts is the idea that learning in the form of social interaction takes place through 

modification, rejection and/or acceptance: a process that is ongoing in a rapidly changing 

social/cultural environment and characterised by a period of disjuncture. When a person has an 

experience, it is then thought about, emotionally responded to, and/or something is done about it 

“—or any combination of the three” (Jarvis, 2007, p. 5; emphasis added). 

PC, PD and PE’s narratives support Jarvis’ idea that becoming aware of the perspectives 

of others through social interaction becomes an important catalyst to learning through 

modification and/or reflection. Their narratives (respectively on the garbage-less lunches, the 

barking colleague, and the dragonfly) suggested that having experienced becoming aware of 

other perspectives while also reflecting are two ways the experience of providing nature 
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interpretation changed their professional practices. However, if, as with PB, reflective practice 

did not occur as a result of her friend’s flower picking, the findings seem to suggest that 

becoming aware of another’s perspectives (through the experience of providing interpretive 

services) can be sufficient in influencing one’s professional practice through 

change/modification.  

Qualities (in Interpretive Practice) that Now Exist: Inclusive Practice 

Represented in Jarvis’s (2007) Transformation of the Person Through Learning model 

(see Figure 4) is his argument that learning “is the process of transforming the whole of our 

experience through thought, action, and emotion and thereby transforming ourselves as we 

continue to build perceptions of external reality into our biography” (p. 5; emphasis added). Of 

note is Box 6 of Jarvis’s (2007) model where he represents a changed and more experienced 

individual as a result of the transformation of his/her experience. The concept of experiential 

learning can be, by extension, applied to professional practice. Jarvis (2007) argues that, in the 

workplace, “practical knowledge is based upon experience” (p. 150). If learning is about 

transforming experience, then as people change, so does their professional practice. That is 

because, as Jarvis (2007) argued in his Socialisation and Internalisation of Culture model (see 

Figure 5), individuals externalise their learning onto others. I would argue that professional 

practice is one such mechanism of externalisation.   

The four participants who reported changes to their professional practice (PB-PE) 

indicated a series of traits resulting from their experiences (reflection and realisations), 

characteristics that suggested that their professional practices were becoming more inclusive. In 

particular, this section will both define inclusive practice and also discuss the strategies of 

relationship building and differentiated instruction that the study’s participants employed in 



 

 
 

68 

establishing an inclusive environment.  

Defining inclusive practice. 

Researching the library database for articles on inclusive practice, I noticed an interesting 

trend on the study of inclusive practice: often the focus is on its uses for children with 

disabilities. In fact, the Merriam-Webster (2013) online dictionary defined inclusion, in the 

context of the classroom, as placing children with disabilities together in the same class as other 

students. However, in a broader sense, inclusion was also defined as including all. It is by this 

definition that I begin the discussion on inclusive practice.  

Inclusive practice is much more than the inclusion of children with disabilities; to be 

effective, inclusive practice must operate under the principle that educational experience is 

enhanced when all students — “regardless of their learning ability, race, linguistic ability, 

economic status, gender, learning style, ethnicity, cultural and religious background, family 

structure, and sexual orientation” — are enrolled in the same classroom (Salend, 2008, p. 7). 

Furthermore, inclusive practice includes “sensitivity to and acceptance of individual strengths 

and challenges and diversity” (p. 8). In essence, inclusive practice operates under notions of 

acceptance and the teachers’ implementation of differentiated instruction and reflective practice.  

Relationship building for inclusion. 

In addition to differentiated instruction and reflective practices, Salend (2008) argues that 

for inclusive practice to be of benefit to students, the students’ behaviours must be directed 

towards relationship building amongst their peers and their learning. Two articles (Blum, 2005 

and Rodriguez, 2005) were drawn upon by Salend (2008) in order to discuss strategies for 

encouraging relationship building for optimizing inclusive practice. I drew on classroom-based 

research because all of the nature interpreters interviewed are teachers. Both articles discussed 
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relationship building between students, teachers, and their high schools, containing many 

narrative examples of professional practices geared towards that relationship building. It appears 

that these narratives form the foundation for Salend’s (2008) summation of the relationship 

building strategies conducive to an inclusive classroom: “You [the teacher] . . . establish a 

classroom environment that is based on mutual respect and show your students that you are an 

open, caring, welcoming, respectful, culturally sensitive, understanding, non-judgemental, and 

honest person whom they can trust” (p. 288; emphases added). Other teacher strategies include 

building teacher-student rapport by being empathic towards students, demonstrating compassion 

and tenderness through kindness, sharing personal stories with students, being interested in the 

life of students by engaging and listening to them, and becoming a role model for inclusion 

(Salend, 2008).  

Within the narratives of the four participants (PB, PC, PD and PE) who shared having 

changed their professional practice as a result of their experiences are clues indicating the 

implementation of strategies known for encouraging relationship building needed for inclusion. 

Below I highlight some of the phrases that participants used, followed by the relationship-

building strategy, as outlined by Salend (2008), that I believe the phrases exemplify. 

• PB (flower picking):  

• “I’ve softened a bit” ~ kindness 

• “[Now I’m] just trying to be more realistic and understanding.” ~ understanding and 

(less/) non-judgement 

• “[I'm] realising that everyone’s coming from a different space, place, and 

socioeconomic background.” ~ cultural sensitivity and understanding 

• “The best way to make those changes is by showing that example.” ~ role model   
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• PC (garbageless lunches):  

• “Being gentler with them.” ~ kindness  

• “More sensitive to their sensitivity.” ~ empathy  

• “So [I gave them] the honourable mention even though they had some garbage. I 

didn’t embarrass them or berate or make them feel badly.” ~ respect 

• PD (barking colleague):   

• “I don’t bark at students anymore because in my practice I always try to think of 

where they’re coming from, and that has really helped me in being a better teacher 

because my empathy towards students is much greater.” ~ empathy, understanding, 

respect 

• “I’ve really worked really hard on judgment.” ~ (less/) non-judgement  

• “At that point, I cared more about the animals or nature [than] I cared about the 

person; . . .  [with the barking experience, I] . . . start[ed] to go the other way.” ~ 

caring 

• “So I changed. . . . I started telling my story [the vole incident], and I started asking 

[learners] if they had similar understandings of cause and effect.” ~ sharing personal 

stories with students, being interested in the lives of students by engaging and 

listening to them    

• “I think it just always keeps coming back to your understanding where the individual 

is coming from and emphasising their strengths. I had to take on my role as an 

educator from their perspective. That’s the biggest thing that’s changed: 

understanding where my students are coming from.” ~ understanding 

• PE (dragonfly): 
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• “If I am teaching them how to show that compassion, I need to show it as well . . . 

keeping in mind that role modeling and making sure that my actions are consistent 

with what I’m teaching.” ~ role modelling 

The statements from my participants allow me to conclude that in response to their experiential 

learning they implemented relationship-building and inclusion-based strategies in their 

professional practice. 

Differentiated Instruction for Inclusive Practice 

Two of the four participants in this study (PB [flowerpicking] and PD [barking]) shared 

changes made to their program design reminiscent of differentiated instruction. Salend (2008) 

presents differentiated instruction, where a teacher varies his/her instructional methods in order 

to accommodate all students, as an approach to achieving inclusive practice; that is achievable 

through many strategies, including the implementation of an “activity-oriented approach” (p. 

482). The next section discusses this approach and the ways participant narratives provide further 

support that the changes they made to their professional practices were indicative of inclusive 

practice.  

Activity-oriented approach. 

An “activity-oriented approach” (p. 482) is defined by Salend (2008) as an approach in 

which students learn from experience through “discovery and inquiry” (p. 482). This approach 

involves a four-stage learning cycle: 

The learning cycle begins with the engagement phase [phase 1], in which real-life 

activities, problems, and questions are used to motivate students to learn about the topic 

and assess their prior knowledge. Students explore the content . . . and start to address the 

questions presented. . . . During the exploration phase [phase 2], students formulate new 
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ideas and questions to be developed in the later phases. In the development phase [phase 

3], students investigate and add to their understanding by gathering more information and 

drawing conclusions about . . . the questions previously generated. The final stage, 

extension [phase 4], gives students opportunities to apply their learning to new and 

different situations as well as to their own experience. (Salend, 2008, p. 482–483) 

In essence, teachers situate students in new concrete experiences (such as visiting an outdoor 

education centre) and present them with problems and questions to inspire their inquiry. Through 

inquiry, students will develop their own questions, where upon completion of the learning cycle, 

students apply what they have learned.  

It appears that differentiated instruction as a form of inclusive practice also includes 

elements of inquiry-based learning in the form of “effective questioning techniques” (Salend, 

2008, p. 485). According to Kuhlthau, Maniotes, and Caspari (2007), however, for teachers’ 

questions or problems to initiate inquiry in students, those questions or problems must be open-

ended. Both these points are interesting when compared to the study’s participants’ narratives. 

Two participants (PB and PD) indicated that a change they made to their professional practice as 

a result of their experience was the implementation of open-ended questions in their teaching. 

Asking why-based questions (evidence of inquiry stimulation) or eliciting student inquiry 

became the guideposts through which they provided their interpretive service: 

• When PB was asked how her experience changed her practice, she replied: “[I will] ask 

them . . . ‘Well why do you think I asked you not to do that?’ You know, asking them 

those questions.” 

• PD: “Now I would say that I do it on a [student’s] question basis. . . . That’s usually what 

directs my teaching now.” 
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With PB asking more why-based questions in her practice and PD modifying her teachings 

towards students’ inquiry, their narratives demonstrate that the change to their professional 

practice as a result of their experience was towards more inclusive practices.  

In summary, as the discussion on inclusive practice demonstrated, the changes to 

professional practice as a result of an experience were reported by four participants to include 

differentiated and inquiry-based instruction.  

Conclusion 

Through participants’ narratives, I demonstrated that there were two key avenues through 

which experience influenced professional practice: through reflection initiated by emotions and 

through a realisation made from the experience. Through these avenues all but one participant 

(PA) indicated making changes to his/her professional practice; PA indicated that her realisation 

simply reinforced already-held beliefs rather than introducing her to new perspectives. In looking 

at the actual changes made as a result of their experiences, four of the five participants’ 

narratives provide evidence of implementing characteristics of inclusive practice. Therefore, for 

the majority of participants, the findings indicate that their experiential learning culminated in 

the use of inclusion-based strategies in their interpretation services.  

Implications and Recommendations 

This study’s findings suggest that nature interpreters may come to implement inclusive 

practices as a result of their experiences providing interpretive services to others. This can have 

implications to the training and education of nature interpreters. My recommendation is that 

interpreters receive educational courses and workplace training on inclusive practice and for their 

training to include a practical/experiential component through mechanisms such as job 

shadowing or practicums. Furthermore, nature interpreters need opportunities to share their 
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stories so that other nature interpreters can learn from them. Two ideas from this study merit 

being shared with a larger audience through publication and/or conferences. The first is the new 

way of understanding Kolb’s model; the second is the importance of establishing critical 

reflection as a component of nature interpreter’s professional practice.  

Limitations of this Study 

This study had a few limitations that warrant mention. It relied on the participants’ self-

reported data. The study participants are not demographically representative of all nature 

interpreters (small sample size, limited to one geographical area: Ontario). The time when 

participants received the interview guides before the interviews varied (based on the participants’ 

availability), which limited the time they had to contemplate the questions and recall events they 

would wish to discuss during the interview. The interviews were only approximately two hours 

in length, thereby limiting what could be discussed. The interview questions were influenced by 

the theoretical framework of this study; that could be interpreted as a limitation as it limits what 

is discussed.  

Suggestions for Further Research 

This study explored the experiential learning involved in the work of nature interpreters. 

The findings indicate that an experience and a learning process involving reflection, emotions, 

and/or realisations leads to the implementation of strategies and approaches integral to inclusive 

practice.  My main suggestion would be for a researcher to do a similar but larger study in order 

to determine the degree to which the results of this study can be duplicated.   

I also suggest further research as inspired by my third theme, where it was discovered 

that four of my participants implemented inclusive practices as a result of their experiences, 

reflection, and/or coming to certain realisations. I wondered what factors impact teachers to 
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actively implement inclusive practices in the workplace; factors that go beyond, but do not 

exclude, learning about inclusive practice through books or a classroom.  

My final suggestion for further research involves Jarvis’ (2007) definition of learning: 

“the process of transforming the whole of our experience through thought, action, and emotion 

and thereby transforming ourselves as we continue to build perceptions of external reality into 

our biography” (p. 5; emphasis added). In comparison, although never conceptualised as a 

sequence, my research showed that some participants went through an emotion, thought and 

action sequence. I suggest further research look into my sequencing to see if it can be duplicated. 
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Appendix B. Recruitment Announcement Placed in the Council of Outdoor 

Educators of Ontario 

January 2012 Electronic Newsletter 
 
Participants Wanted: “A Study of Nature Interpreters' Experiential Knowledge on Conservation” 
Hello; 
My name is Agnes Sader. I am a M.Ed candidate at Queen’s University, working on my Master's 
thesis. I am looking to interview nature interpreters (past or present) on their experiences 
working with visitors/ tourists. If you or someone you know would be interested in participating 
in an interview, and live in Ontario, please email me with your/ their contact information at 
(email deleted for privacy). Thank you. 
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Appendix C. Interview Questions, Letter of Information, and Consent Form 

Interview Questions 
 

1. How would you define your job title? 

2. How many years have you worked as a _ (insert job title)__? 

3. What kind of training/education have you received in your field? 

4. Could you explain some experiences or moments in your life that made you decide to 

become an  _ (insert job title)__? 

5. When you began working as a _ (insert job title)__ , what did conservation mean to you? 

What does it mean today? 

6. What are your responsibilities as an _ (insert job title)__? 

7. How does conservation fit into your work responsibilities? 

8. Please describe any challenges you have experienced in fulfilling this role? 

a. How did you overcome them, and despite them, do you still think being a _ 

(insert job title)__ is important? 

9. Tell me of an incident when you were able to successfully deal with conservation issues 

and others? 

10. Tell me about an incident that you have considered, and, in reflection, you would have 

dealt with differently? 

What types of things would aid you to better deal with conservation issues at your work? 
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Letter of Information  
“A Study of Nature Interpreters’ Experiential Knowledge on Conservation”  

 
Dear Participant;  
 My name is Agnes Sader, and I am currently a second-year Master’s Student at Queen’s 
University, Faculty of Education, located in Kingston, Ontario. My study, entitled “A Study of 
Nature Interpreters’ Experiential Knowledge on Conservation,” has been granted clearance 
according to the recommended principles of Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen's University 
policies.  

 
The overarching goal of my research is to understand nature interpreters’ experiences in 

conservation enforcement. Specifically, this research intends to describe whether and how the 
experience of providing interpretive services to others, who may have different/ limited views of 
conservation, influences nature interpreters’ enforcement of conservation principles. 
“Experience,” in this case, is defined as a moment or sensation that our biography (knowledge, 
skills, senses, emotions, beliefs, past experiences, etc.) cannot understand. Essentially, an 
experience is when the harmony between our biography and the moment needs to be established 
(Jarvis, 2007). “Conservation principles” is defined as the ecotourism operations’ (i.e., 
employers) or individuals’ (i.e., a nature interpreter or tourists) definition of what constitutes best 
practices at maintaining and protecting the biodiversity/ ecological integrity of the ecosystems 
within which ecotourism operates.  “Enforcement of conservation principles” is defined as the 
actions you had to take with visitors/clients to ensure they comply with the conservation 
guidelines established by your management for the maintenance of the area’s natural integrity.  

I am inviting you to voluntarily participate in a semi-structured interview to share with 
me your experiences, as a nature interpreter, in the enforcement of conservation principles. Your 
interview will be audio recorded and will last no more than two hours (at a time and date of 
mutual convenience). There are no known risks to your participation in this study, unless your 
answers lead your employer to guess your identity and this affects your employment status. No 
monetary remuneration is being offered for your participation. 

The findings of this study may add to the academic knowledge of ecotourism’s 
educational value, from the perspective of nature interpreters. The findings have the potential of 
informing future nature-interpreter training and professional development programs.  

If I participate, what can I expect from this study? 
 
 Your participation in this research is purely voluntary, with no known risks. 
 The total time, frequency, and overall duration of this study are as follows: a 5-10 minute 

review of the interview questions two weeks prior to the interview; an interview lasting no 
more than two hours; a review of your transcript lasting no more than one hour; and possibly 
some additional correspondence with myself as the researcher. Overall, the study requires a 
maximum time commitment of 3.25 hours.  

 You can withdraw your participation at any point during the interview and/or request 
withdrawal of part or all of your stories without fear of coercion or consequence. 

 You are not obligated to answer any objectionable or discomforting questions. 



 

 
 

86 

 All your personal information and stories will be kept confidential, to the extent possible. 
 If the focus or purpose of the research changes at any time in the research process, you will be 

informed and asked for a renewal of your consent. If the shift in research focus makes you 
uncomfortable, then you are welcome to withdraw your participation from the study. 

 Once your interviews are transcribed, the transcripts will be encrypted, password protected, 
and locked with face recognition software on my computer.  

 The only people who will have access to your stories are me, Dr. Elizabeth MacEachren 
(thesis supervisor), and Dr. Penina Lam (committee member). 

 You will be emailed a copy of the interview transcripts for your review and to respond to if 
there are corrections to be made. 

 Data may be used for secondary analysis. If data is so used, it will contain no identifying 
information. 

 Results of the study may be disseminated in academic journals or conferences. 
 Identifying information will be removed from the final report to maintain confidentiality to 

the extent possible. 
 Queen’s University procedures suggest that research data be retained for a minimum of five 

years.  
 

Any questions about study participation may be directed to me at (email removed for privacy 
reasons) or my supervisor Dr. Zabe MacEachren at (613) 533-6000 x 77243 or 
maceache@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the 
General Research Ethics Board at 613-533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca  
 
If you agree to participate in this research, please proceed to print, read, and sign the attached 
consent form. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Agnieszka (Agnes) Sader 
M.Ed Candidate 
Faculty of Education 
Queen’s University 
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
“A Study of Nature Interpreters’ Experiential Knowledge on Conservation” 

 
Dear Participant  
 If the information and conditions in the letter of information are satisfactory, please provide your 
informed consent to participation in the study entitled “A Study of Nature Interpreters’ Experiential 
Knowledge on Conservation”. Please print and sign one copy of this Consent Form and return it to 
Agnes Sader to the address provided below. Retain the second copy for your records. 
 

I, ________________________________, have read the description of the research study as  
contained in the Letter of Information. I understand the goals and requirements of the research. I have 
also had all my questions answered.  
 
Please check the box and fill out the following section if you agree with the following statement. 
 

I agree to participate in the research study entitled: “Nature Interpreters’ Experiential Knowledge 
on Conservation.” 

 
Signature: __________________________________ Date: ________________________ 
 
Email address where I can securely send a copy of your consent form and interview transcript. 
 
________________________________________________@____________________________ 
     
               I request a copy of the result of the study upon its completion. 
 

Any questions about study participation may be directed to me at (email removed for 
privacy) or my supervisor Dr. Zabe MacEachren at (613) 533-6000 x 77243 or 
maceache@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the 
General Research Ethics Board at 613-533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca  
 
Please print and sign one copy of this Consent Form and return to Agnieszka (Agnes) Sader to the 
address provided below. Retain the second copy for your records. 
 
Attn: Agnes Sader 
Graduate Studies and Research 
Duncan McArthur Hall, A106 
Faculty of Education, Queen’s University 
511 Union Street 
Kingston, Ontario 
K7M 5R7 
Once I receive your completed consent form, I will contact you to set up our interview. 

 

 


	Abstract
	Acknowledgements
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	Thesis Overview
	Chapter 1. Introduction
	Chapter 2. Literature Review
	Chapter 3. Methodology
	Chapter 4. Findings
	Chapter 5. Discussion and Implications
	References
	Appendix A. Queen's University Ethical Clearance Letters
	Appendix B. Recruitment Announcement Placed in the Council of Outdoor Educators of Ontario
	Appendix C. Interview Questions, Letter of Information, and Consent Form

