Bridging Theory to Practice Through Experiential
Capstones in a Local Study Abroad Semester

Background

The Adicondack Semester at St Lawrence University is a
residencial immerson peogram founded ca the model of study-
abeoad in another culture thar enpages students in the snady of
narure and humans' relatonship with narure through academic
coursework, mateaal simplicity and a0 integrated expeniencial
cusricalum while living n 2 dose-kait communaty. The students i:n

the pragram zre sophomoses, jursars, and senioss who come
from 2 vanery of academic majors. Thas vear, the program pdoted
an experiencal capstone called the Trnstional Expenence which
pliced students with individials and organizatioas theoughouwt the
Adirandacks in an atempe o badpe the pap berween academacs
and applicaticn.

* Whar are the effects of an expesiential capstone on university
stadents in a local stady sheoad semester?
* How are expenencial capstones hest developed and fackted?

* Libkeral educanon has been challenged by career-minded
students, 2 drarmncally changzang woekplace, and by the passive
and impersoral narare of instructional mechodologees Doaahue
DiCanu, 2004)

* Undeepradusate stadents are now, mare than ever, trying 1o make
2 connection berween subject and content in the educationsl
markerplace (Donzhue DiCont, 2004).

.

* While numerous models have been developed and hundreds of
stuches have been done, no definitive answers have heen found o
filly explain the ‘pap’ berween the possessica of environmental
knowledpe and awareness and displaying pro-environmental
behavior (Kellmuss & Agyeman, 2002).

*Research sugpests the pocenrzal for bridping che pap theough the
development of envircamental action skills, 2 greater emphasis on
the affective domain, and the propagation of hope and
empowerment (Hsa, 2004)

* One source of renewal and transfoemation of Eberal education
and teachang is through incorporacng moee expenencial
approaches and Held expenences such as community service,
inteenships, field study and research projects (Backer, 2000).

* The peal of a2 capstone “expenence™ in a liberal aets educatica
has been descabed as the “shannp of ideas, synchesis, and cnnical
informed reflection as a precursor o acoon’” (Wagensae, 1993, p
209).

Experiential Capstones
The Transiicaal Experience was designed as a three-week,
individaalized, expenential capsione. All twelve students who
rook part i the fall 2007 Adisoadack Semester completed che
Transinona! Expenence berween November 25th and December
t 3th. Snadents were mentored aver 2 two moath penod in the
plinning of their project and the development of 2 concepnzal
framework. Once dispersed throughout the Adirondacks, some
students weee :n home-stays and warked with ceganizaticas such
as Noeth Counrry Public Radio and the Association foe the
Protectioa of the Adisondacks while ochers backpacked in somall
groaps. While the outcomes differed for each capstane, they all
culminated with 2 reenty manute preseatation o faculty, staff,
family and friends.
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Methods

To assess the effects of these expenential capsiones, dara was

collected hoch qualatively and quandimatvely The instruments used
mncioded Pre & Post Transitional Expedence Sarveys, Past
Trarsmtional Expenience Questicanaires and 2 reaching journal
Alang with these, the students” Transitional Experience
presentations were video raped and 2 two-moeath follow up
Trarsmional Expenience [nterview was admisestered, hoth of whach
were coded. Surveys, quesponnaires, video tapes and coasent forms
were all complered confidencially and mailed to 2 thied pacty for
holding unnl grades were submined o protect the students from
the possahility of coerced parocipation. After themes and trends
were xdennfied in each question theough analysis and codeng, 2
second round of analysis was completed o idenufy laeper
averarching trends and themes.

Data Analysis & Interpretation
Using the two focus question to guide the dara analyss, six themes
surfaced. Three major themes wese identified thar relare directly o
the effects of experiential capstones on uaiversity stadents which
mciade papd & csmeennisy, fastpendews & perssealiation and refnise
& ppatbesss. The ocher three major themes identified redare directly 1o
the development and facination of expeniental capstones and
mciade expenmie & confidence, sornciwre and plaaeisg.
While less then half of the students contnually made references wo
pesple and comsawnity, the dara suggests thar the impact that it had on
thase stodents was significant theough an assormment of comments
and repeared references. This, in and of it self, i pramising to the
potenc:l chat these capstones have when students are pastnesed up
with :ndividaals and organzanons. The das throughour the
research showed that studeons had both expenences which were
highliphted for their independence/ pessonalizanon and/or the
syathesss/ reflecoon. While these themes surfaced the analysss
cleasly sugpests thar the potennal foe bath of these bas yet 1o be

reaized The need for a flexible strucnare that more effectively
gaides studenes theough the development and framing of their

s 10 meeting the
rom theroughout

projects cxn be seen with both the shorcomin
abjectives and student responses and commen
the reseasch.
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