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Abstract 

This dissertation is an exploratory study of undergraduate students' perspectives on their 

experience of a transdisciplinary field school in the Amazon Rainforest of Colombia. The 

study focuses on students’ perspectives of their experience of the Amazon 

Interdisciplinary Field School (AIFS) offered by Kwantlen Polytechnic University (KPU) in 

British Columbia, Canada. The AIFS provides students the opportunity to travel to the 

heart of the Amazon Rainforest and to engage in an intensive, cross-disciplinary field 

study experience for a period of two weeks.  

The Amazon region, one of the most biologically diverse areas on Earth, is rich in natural 

and cultural history; and given its essential role in the ecosystem of our planet, offers an 

ideal location to broaden the contextual examination of field school experiential 

education, to explore the link between theory and practice, and to further understand the 

roles that environment, context, and circumstance play in the student experience.  

The intent of the research was to examine how this short-term international experience 

contributes to a full-spectrum education, and provides purposeful, meaningful, and 

contextually grounded transformative learning by exploring the practices of experiential 

education within a non-formal and cross-cultural context. For the study, an analytical 

framework that conceptualized the field school in terms of ‘life spaces’ was developed 

through an interpretation of French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre's 

(1974/1991) triad of social space. The objective was to explore the AIFS experience 

from a broad viewpoint, and to uncover new insights that could contribute to a better 

understanding of the impact of the field school experience on participants. The research 

sought to answer the question “what are the students’ perspectives on their experience, 

and how can they be described?”  The goal was to comprehensively document student 

experiences, and present a rich, nuanced, and informative picture of the various 

perspectives, experiences, and stories as shared by the participants. 

Keywords:  Amazon Rainforest; Henri Lefebvre; Experiential Education; 

Interdisciplinary Field School; Study Abroad Programs; Transformative 

Learning 
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Glossary 

Culture “Culture is the shared knowledge and schemes created 
by a set of people for perceiving, interpreting, expressing, 
and responding to the social realities around them" 
(Lederach, 1995, p. 9).  

Encounters  “…more than exposure, or observation, or touring. 
[Encounters] requires direct engagement that questions, 
provides something new, creates a cognitive dissonance, 
requires one to readjust, adapt, alter existing ideas, 
views, relationships, sense of self, and interactions with 
others” (Braskamp, October 5, 2012, p. 41). 

Community Engaged 
Scholarship 

In their report on Community Engagement & Community-
Engaged Scholarship, Janke and Clayton (2012) defined 
community-engaged scholarship as: a “collaboration 
between faculty, community partners, and often students 
to identify appropriate areas of inquiry, design studies 
and/or creative activities, implement activities that 
contribute to shared learning and capacity building, 
and/or engage in other activities that bridge 
university/college and community contexts” (p. 5). 

Experiential Learning The process of learning from experience has been 
defined in various ways: Dewey (1916/2005) used the 
expression “learning by doing”; Kolb (1984/2014) defined 
experiential learning as “the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation of experience” (p. 
41). (Refer to chapter 3) 

Exploratory Research In the social sciences, exploratory research is a 
methodological approach that “is wedded to the notion of 
exploration and the researcher as explorer. In this context 
exploration might be thought of as a perspective, ‘a state 
of mind, a special personal orientation’ (Stebbins, 2001: 
30) toward approaching and carrying out social inquiry” 
(Jupp, 2006). Primarily concerned with discovery, the 
focus is on gaining insights as opposed to collecting 
statistically accurate data.  

Field School For the purposes of this study, the field school is 
generally defined as a short-term, course embedded, 
faculty-led, and international experiential learning 
program. 

  



xiv 

Global Citizenship Global citizens “seek out information about the world so 
that they can make well-informed, ethical, and 
responsible decisions” (Stevens & Campbell, 2006). 
Stevens & Campbell (2006) draw from Carter’s (2001) 
historical and theoretical explorations of global citizenship 
and link it to the “development of competencies that 
enable individuals to better understand their world and 
the role their choices and actions have in shaping that 
world” (p. 542). 

Global Learning The Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U) provides a broad definition of global learning 
describing the process by which students “become 
informed, open-minded, and responsible people” and are 
prepared to fulfill their responsibilities as citizens in a 
diverse and interconnected world (Hovland, 2014). 
Chickering & Braskamp (2009) argue that fundamental to 
learning, is the development of global perspective in 
which students develop an increased critical awareness 
and understanding of themselves as members of a global 
society, and learn to be global citizens. 

Learning “A relatively permanent change in behavior or behavior 
potential brought about as a result of experience” (Huitt, 
2006). Lee, Moss, and Zijdemans-Boudreau (2013) 
defined learning as a process by which individuals create 
knowledge from experience rather than just from received 
instruction. For the purpose of this study, learning is 
approached from a social constructionist perspective, in 
which meaning is made through reflection and dialogue 
(Lee, Moss, & Zijdemans-Boudreau, 2013) and is 
considered from the analysis and interpretation of written 
and visual material such as self-reflection and creative 
expression, as well as responses to questionnaires and 
interviews. 

Transformative Learning The Transformative Learning Centre at the Ontario 
Institute for Studies in Education (2017) defines 
transformation as “experiencing a deep, structural shift in 
basic premises of thought, feelings, and actions. It is a 
shift of consciousness that dramatically and permanently 
alters our way of being in the world”. While not all 
learning may be transformative, all learning has the 
opportunity to be transforming (Alfred, Cherrstrom, 
Friday, & Robinson, 2013). Kaufman and Mann (2007) 
provide a more concise definition of transformative 
learning as “the social process of constructing and 
internalizing a new or revised interpretation of the 
meaning of one‘s experience as a guide to action” (p. 13). 
(Refer to chapter 3) 
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Preface 

1 

The Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School (AIFS) is a collaboration between 

Kwantlen Polytechnic University in Canada and the Calanoa Project, a non-

governmental organization (NGO) in Colombia. The AIFS offers students the opportunity 

to travel to the Amazon Rainforest and engage in a two-week intensive transdisciplinary 

field study experience focused on integrating personal growth, nature experience, and 

reflective scholarship. The field study site, Calanoa Natural Reserve, is a private natural 

reserve located at the very heart of the Amazon Rainforest and on the banks of the 

Amazon River. Calanoa is an initiative by Colombian Canadians Marlene and Diego 

Samper, which aims to contribute to the conservation of biological and cultural diversity 

in the Amazon region by providing a setting that integrates art, design, sustainable 

architecture, scientific research, community education, and a place for encounter and 

dialogue.  

A primary goal of the AIFS is to promote a contextual understanding and 

appreciation of nature and its ecosystems, and socio-environmental sustainability, as 

well as the need for a sensitive and informed approach toward developing a responsible 

stewardship of our planet. The Amazon region is rich in culture, and houses the greatest 

biodiversity on the planet; it is a place of fertility, interconnectivity, and nourishment. 

Floating down the Amazon River, canoeing through flooded forests, making pottery with 

clay from the Amazon riverbed, and trekking through the jungle to visit a shaman are a 

few of the ways students engage in direct sensorial experiences. Mindfulness, 

imagination, and creativity play a key role in this experience, as exposure to the 

Colombian culture opens students to exploring new forms of scholarship, ways of 

knowing and being, storytelling, cultural expressions, and perspectives on the 

interrelationship between nature and society. 

                                                 
1 Map adapted from NASA map by Robert Simmon (2007). 
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Introduction 

This dissertation is an exploratory study of undergraduate students' perspectives 

on their experience of the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School (AIFS), a short-term 

transdisciplinary study abroad program in the Amazon Rainforest of Colombia offered by 

Kwantlen Polytechnic University (KPU).  

The AIFS provides students the opportunity to travel to the heart of the Amazon 

Rainforest of Colombia and engage in an intensive, transdisciplinary field study 

experience for a period of two weeks. Of the three cohorts, in total forty-three students, 

who took part in the AIFS between May 2013 and June 2015, 22 alumni agreed to take 

part in the study. By exploring the practices of experiential education within a non-formal 

and cross-cultural context, the study seeks to understand how this type of short-term 

international experiential education provides opportunities for purposeful, meaningful, 

and contextually grounded transformative learning experiences. 

Enlisting French philosopher Henri Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) triad of social space 

to conceptualize the AIFS in terms of interlinked academic ‘moments’, I also present an 

analytical framework that attends to the conceptual, as well as the physical and social 

aspects of learning context; and to the interrelationship between pedagogy, people, and 

place.  

This dissertation is primarily about people; it is about their imagination, their 

encounters, and their lived experience. The results are presented in a narrative style2 

(Clandinin, 2007) inclusive of rich and detailed descriptions, as well as visuals, in order 

to communicate a holistic account of the findings that is representative of the 

perspectives of the participants and their experiences.  

  

                                                 
2 Refer to Chapter 4 for explanation of narrative approach to inquiry. 
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Structure of the Dissertation   

The dissertation contains 10 chapters. I begin by providing a synopsis of the 

structure of the thesis with a summary of each of the dissertation chapters.  

Chapter 1 introduces the context for the study and its significance. The chapter 

concludes by outlining the nature and purpose of the study, and presents the research 

question. 

Following this introduction, in order to situate myself as a researcher, in Chapter 

2, I put forward my personal background and interest in the research topic and offer a 

reflection on my professional and personal life experiences, as well as my motivations 

and passion for the research topic. 

Chapter 3 examines the literature that informs this inquiry and considers 

philosophical and theoretical arguments from leading theorists, as these relate to the 

field school experience.  

Chapter 4 describes the methodological approach, strategies, procedures and 

methods employed for the study, and provide a detailed account of the research 

methodology, outlining the data collection methods and instrument design, as well as the 

process undertaken to organize and analyze the findings, and ensure data credibility and 

trustworthiness.  

Chapter 5 sets the scene for the narrative to unfold.   

Chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9 present the research text as a detailed narrative of the 

various perspectives, experiences, and stories as shared by the participants.   

Chapter 10 concludes the thesis with a discussion and reflections on the study. 

The chapter ends by offering some perspectives on possibilities for future research. 
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Background and Context for the Study 

In recent years, globalization has fuelled and intensified interest in 

internationalizing higher education and producing globally competent citizens (Guo, 

Schugurensky, Hall, Rocco, & Fenwick, 2010). Across Canada and beyond, this has 

ignited a current drive to offer a growing number of study abroad programs. However, 

research also suggests that study abroad experiences in and of themselves do not 

guarantee increased competencies, nor do they necessarily broaden or challenge a 

student’s worldview (VeLure Roholt & Fisher, 2013). 

According to Desjardins and Benham Rennick (2013) “the Canadian Society for 

Teaching and Learning in Higher Education… identifies learning abroad experiences as 

those most likely to draw students to programs, keep them engaged in their learning, 

and leave them satisfied with their education after they graduate” (p. 5). This growing 

demand for international experiences presents significant opportunities for Canadian 

post-secondary institutions to transcend traditional pedagogies, thus redefining and 

perhaps reasserting their educational relevancy in an era of abundant and easy access 

to virtually any information. So, how are educational institutions responding?  In their 

2012 article, Intolubbe-Chmil, Spreen, and Swap (2012) raised the question “how does 

this interest play out within the broader discourse on institutional assessment of study 

abroad and international education?” (p. 177).   

Today’s learners are increasingly looking for effective alternatives to more 

traditional lecture-based teaching. Through observation and experience, having 

delivered many field study courses, I have found that educational travel / field study can 

provide authentic and legitimate alternatives to traditional classroom based education; 

and that course deliveries that encourage active learning can help students acquire a 

deeper understanding of subject matter and prepare them to think critically and 

analytically. Unfortunately, educational travel such as short-term study abroad courses 

or “field schools”, are often perceived as superficial or superfluous educational 

experiences.  

There is a need for a better understanding and articulation of the potential value 

of both immediate and residual outcomes of off-campus experiential learning courses. 

KPU’s AIFS offers an excellent venue in which to explore the practices and outcomes of 
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experiential education within a non-formal, cross-cultural, and global context; and to 

consider whether and how short-term study abroad can provide authentic and legitimate 

educational experiences.  

The Significance of the Study 

The study attends to four major insufficiencies in the current literature: 

Emerging Focus on ‘Global’ 

While much has been written about how international study courses offer a 

worthwhile approach for multicultural and international learning, Desjardins and Benham 

Rennick (2013) contend that a richer picture and more depth of understanding are still 

needed. “The turn to ‘global’ is so recent, and learning abroad programs are increasing 

at such a rate, that the literature lacks a broad base and simply cannot keep up with the 

realities on the ground” (Johnston, Drysdale, & Chiupka, 2013, p. 5). According to the 

American Council on Education, there is still a significant gap between “the rhetoric of 

global and international education” and international activities offered by institutions and 

how they relate to learning outcomes (Intolubbe-Chmil et al., 2012, p. 177). 

VeLure, Roholt & Fisher (2013) observed that to engage in the discussion on 

internationalizing higher education, enhancing cultural literacy, and the development of 

global competencies is to enter contested terrain. The article Connected understanding: 

Internationalization of adult education in Canada and beyond, published in 2010, 

presents a panel discussion on ‘Internationalization of adult education in Canada and 

beyond’ hosted by the Canadian Association for the Study of Adult Education (CASAE). 

The panellists were asked to examine a number of issues and questions related to the 

meaning and purpose of internationalization in adult education as well as emerging 

trends and challenges. Shibao Gua (2010) from the University of Calgary provides the 

introduction, followed by separate essays from each of the participants: Daniel 

Schugurensky (2010) from the University of Toronto; Budd Hall (2010) from the 

University of Victoria; Tonette S. Rocco (2010) from Florida International University; and 

Tara Fenwick (2010) from the University of Stirling. Generally, the authors emphasize 

the point that despite the “increased use in describing the international dimension of 

education” (p. 73) there remains much confusion and conflicting viewpoints around the 

meaning of internationalization in higher education. Rocco (2010) contends, 
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“internationalizing curriculum is generally in service of some other goal than becoming a 

citizen of the world” (p. 81). Fenwick (2010) argues that often “revenue generation and 

colonization” of education “can be masked with rhetoric of global citizenship” and that 

“motives of inquiry can be played out through programs delivered largely as paternalistic 

one-way transmission” (p. 83). Given the rapid pace at which the push for 

internationalization is taking hold in higher education in Canada and beyond, this kind of 

discourse is not only necessary but also extremely valuable in highlighting issues, 

raising tough questions, and providing a close examination of approaches to 

internationalization.   

How do we reconcile a 21st-century vision for global and international education, 

with the reality of field school educational experiences and outcomes?  With a growing 

offering of field school courses across Canada and beyond (Guo et al., 2010), a better 

understanding of how participation in these courses affects students’ learning and 

development is needed; not only to ensure that these courses provide meaningful and 

purposeful learning experiences, but also to better understand if and how these 

experiences can provide opportunities for educating globally competent citizens, and 

provide insights into what constitutes ‘global ambassadorship’. 

A better understanding of the practices of experiential learning, and the various 

ways context shapes adult learning, will contribute to the conversation on short-term 

international experiential education. Additionally, the research will add to a body of 

knowledge that can inform best practices of pedagogical and curricular development of 

field school experiential programs within an international education context.   

Lack of Canadian Context 

The Government of Canada Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

(SSHRC) advocates for “research for a better tomorrow” (2017b). ‘Imagining Canada’s 

Future’ initiative outlines future challenges in areas “essential to addressing complex 

societal challenges facing Canadians, to the greater benefit of Canada and the world” 

(Government of Canada, 2017b). The first challenge articulated by SSHRC (Government 

of Canada, 2017a) is specific to higher education and poses the question: “What new 

ways of learning, particularly in higher education, will Canadians need to thrive in an 

evolving society and labour market?”. It goes on to explain:  



6 

Canada, like many other countries, is at a tipping point in the way its 
education system, especially higher education, is conceptualized, 
structured and delivered in light of the knowledge and skills required for the 
21st century. Debates are emerging in the research community and other 
sectors regarding the best way to deliver that learning. (Government of 
Canada, 2017a) 

From my review of the literature on field school programs, current research has been 

predominantly USA-centric; there seems to be limited research on this topic that has 

focused on programs offered by Canadian universities, or that has been carried out by 

Canadian scholars.  

Two recently published books by Canadian scholars aim to fill that gap by 

offering a specifically Canadian perspective on internationalization and globalization of 

higher education. In their book, The World is My Classroom, Desjardins and Benham 

Rennick (2013) argue that while there are several US studies on internationalization and 

higher education, there is a noticeable scarcity of Canadian context in the currently 

available literature. They assert that there are significant differences between US and 

Canadian culture, values, and concerns about internationalization, and the book sets out 

to provide a ‘Canadian voice’ to the conversation. However, this book is particularly 

focused on “service” and “volunteer” programs, and centres on questions of “good global 

citizens” and “values”; the topic of international field schools is only cursorily discussed.  

The book Globetrotting or Global Citizenship? by Tiessen and Huish (2013), also written 

explicitly from a Canadian perspective, discusses a broad range of international 

experiential learning programs offered by Canadian institutions. In this book, the authors 

urge students and institutions “to think beyond photo-ops and exotic destinations” (inside 

cover) and to consider the impact and ethical dilemma of study abroad. 

It is my hope and intention that this study of the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field 

School at KPU can lend another voice to the conversation and contribute to furthering 

the dialogue on field school programs from a Canadian perspective and context. 

A Need for Broader Research Contexts 

In addition to a lack of Canadian perspective in the literature, much of the 

literature on short-term study abroad education seems to be focused on programs 

offered in Africa or Europe.  
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Authors Intolubbe-Chmil, Spreen, and Swap (2012) call on the need to identify 

additional contexts for contribution to the research related to international education. In 

their qualitative study, which focused on a specific month-long intensive study abroad 

program entitled ‘People, Culture, and the Environment of Southern Africa’ (PCESA), 

offered by a consortium of universities – one in the USA and three in southern Africa, 

they explored the educational potential of short-term international experiential education.  

The authors ponder the question of how the internationalization of education has 

enhanced opportunities to produce globally competent citizens. Qualitative pre and post 

surveys, focussing on learning outcomes and the influence of engagement, were used 

as part of an interpretive research methodology. The authors share their findings related 

to international education outcomes in order to inform best practices and consider the 

merits of short-term international experiential education within higher education. They 

contend, “as part of the increase in international education possibilities, these 

opportunities hold potential as pathways for transformative learning” (p. 166) and for 

experiences that are reflective of the principles of engaged scholarship: “relationships, 

respect and reciprocity” (p. 165).   

In their article published in the International Journal of Lifelong Education, Taylor, 

Duveskog, & Friis-Hansen (2012) explore farmer-field schools in East Africa and the 

relationship to fostering transformative learning within a non-formal setting. The authors 

draw from other research focused on how sociocultural contexts shape learning and 

provide valuable insights into other possible sources for further explorations. They 

conclude by calling for more research in this area and state that field schools “offer an 

ideal venue from which to better understand the practices of transformative learning 

within a non-formal setting” (Taylor et al., 2012, p. 741). Their findings reveal a complex 

model of fostering transformative learning within non-formal educational contexts.  

The Amazon region, being one of the most biologically diverse areas on Earth, 

rich in natural and cultural history, and given its essential role in the ecosystem of our 

planet, offers an ideal location to broaden the contextual examination of field school 

experiential education, to explore the link between theory and practice, and to further 

understand the role that environment, context, and circumstances plays in the student 

experience.  
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Focus on Singular Aspects of Learning 

Additionally, current discussions of field schools and study abroad programs tend 

to be discipline specific, and focus mostly on singular aspects of learning, primarily 

intercultural competency and global citizenship; considerations of the impact of learning 

on students' lives beyond the academic experience seem to be largely ignored in the 

literature. The interdisciplinarity of the AIFS provides a holistic view into the field school 

experience rather than focusing on specific outcomes. 

In their book, Bowden and Marton (2004) suggest that universities are facing an 

uncertain future, and that if they want to remain relevant, status quo is not an option; that 

universities must adapt in order to better prepare learners for the rapidly evolving 

realities of the 21st century. They advocate for a systemic shift in the way universities 

view learning, and the need to develop ‘integrated curricula’, which bring together 

‘disciplinary’ and ‘professional’ forms of knowledge. They also put forward key elements 

they consider are needed for change; they urge ‘disciplinary socialization’ as a way to 

break down the fragmentation of curricular disciplines (p. 258), and the need to link 

knowledge and context through ‘community engagement’. They insist that we must 

prepare students to “deal with the unknown” and to think critically; they emphasize the 

need for universities to take a holistic view of learning, to think beyond providing 

disparate offerings to one of “creating powerful learning environments” (p. 252). 

I find that today’s students are looking to be actively engaged in the learning 

process; discovering, transforming, and extending knowledge rather than passively 

accepting it. Alternative course deliveries such as interdisciplinary and experiential field 

schools that encourage ‘active learning’ can help students think more critically and gain 

a deeper cultural and contextual awareness (Intolubbe-Chmil et al., 2012). The 

interdisciplinary nature of the AIFS offers a unique lens through which to examine 

broader aspects of the field school experience, and the findings from this research aim 

to provide insights into how participation in field school programs affects students’ 

learning and development. This study contributes to a growing body of scholarly and 

professional literature on short-term, course embedded, faculty-led, international 

experiential learning programs that can inform future curricular development of field 

school experiences and programs. 
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Nature and Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine undergraduate students’ perspectives 

on their experience of the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School (AIFS), a specific short-

term interdisciplinary study abroad program in the Amazon Rainforest of Colombia 

offered by Kwantlen Polytechnic University (KPU). For the purposes of this study, the 

field school is generally defined as a short-term, course embedded, faculty-led, and 

international experiential learning program.  

Drawing from French philosopher Henri Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) triad of social 

space to conceptualize the field school in terms of interlinked academic events or 

‘moments’, the study explores the conceived, the perceived and the lived dimensions of 

the field school experience; and more specifically, presents an analytical framework that 

attends to the perceptual and lived, as well as the conceptual aspects of the experience. 

The research also considers the ways in which this kind of short-term international 

experiential learning experience can contribute to a full-spectrum education by exploring 

the practices of experiential education and transformative learning within a non-formal 

and cross-cultural context.   

Participants in the study were undergraduate students who participated in and 

completed the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School (AIFS alumni) between 2013 and 

2015. The intent of the study was to comprehensively document student experiences, 

and present a rich, nuanced, and informative picture of the various perspectives, 

experiences, and stories as shared by the participants.  

Research Question 

The following research question guides this investigation: 

What are the students’ perspectives on their experience of KPU's Amazon 

Interdisciplinary Field School (AIFS), and how can they be described? 
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The Researcher Self 

As the primary researcher for the study, I was responsible for collecting detailed 

information using a variety of data collection strategies, as well as examining all 

documents and interpreting the findings.  Many social scientists suggest that it is 

impossible for qualitative researchers to completely disconnect themselves from their 

own subjective viewpoints, and as such, it is important to explicitly identify any bias, 

experiences, and background that may influence and shape my interpretations of the 

findings (Clandinin & Huber, 2010; Creswell, 2014; Crotty, 1998; Luker, 2010; Patton, 

2015; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013).   

To situate myself as a researcher, I offer the following reflections on my 

professional and personal life experiences that have brought me to undertake doctoral 

studies, as well as my motivations and passion for the research topic. 

Author’s Background 

Not all those who wander are lost.        
(J. R. R. Tolkien) 

I am an award-winning designer with broad experience in interior / architectural 

design as well as project management, and have been teaching in the Interior Design 

program at Kwantlen Polytechnic University since 1998. In addition to teaching, I am 

also the Coordinator of the program.  

As a researcher and educator invested in the fields of Interior Design, 

Architecture, and Education, I am particularly interested in the connection between 

people and space / place, and the possibilities that can result from the convergence of 

pedagogy, place, and people.  

I am also interested in the spontaneous collision of ideas that can occur when 

people from differing backgrounds and experiences collaborate and in the integration of 

diverse and global approaches in making informed connections across disciplines and 

international boundaries. It has been my observation that course deliveries that 
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encourage active learning in order to contextualize information help learners acquire a 

deeper understanding of the subject matter and prepare them to think critically and 

analytically.  

Reflections  

Life expands and contracts in direct proportion to one’s courage. 

(Anaïs Nin) 

I have never really considered myself much of an academic. In fact, throughout 

my educational life I would have most likely been described as a “practical credentialist” 

student (Clydesdale, 2007 as cited in Hurst, 2013, p. 43). In her 2013 article, Alison 

Hurst (2013) outlines the literature on student types as part of her reflection on class 

habitus and the application of Bourdieu’s concept of scholarly fallacy. Reading Hurst’s 

(2013) article and Bourdieu (1990) helped me reflect on my own habitus and scholarly 

“pre-dispositions”; and it gave me a better understanding of my own scholarly trajectory. 

I grew up in French Canada, in what would be considered a middle-class family; 

we certainly were not rich but I do not recall ever feeling like we were lacking anything. 

My Dad was a ship pilot on the Saint-Laurence River and my Mom, although trained as a 

nurse, stayed home to take care of our family. Being a pilot was more than just a job for 

my Dad, it was a vocation, and it defined who he was. While university education was 

not particularly pushed by my parents, since neither of them had attended university 

themselves, I do recall that we were encouraged to find our passion, to find something 

we wanted to do with our life that would also provide us with the means to earn a living.  

I often have credited my parents for their positive reinforcement and for instilling in me 

the belief that I can accomplish anything I put my mind to. My formative years were more 

focused on sport than on school, which gave me a strong sense of discipline, self-

motivation, and teamwork. Growing up in Quebec City in a tight knit community gave me 

a deep cultural identity; however, I did not have much of a global view of the world.  

When I entered Carleton University in Ottawa, Ontario to study architecture in English at 

the age of 18, it was a culture shock and rather challenging as I barely spoke the 

language; nevertheless, it was a transformative experience. Studying architecture at a 

program grounded in modernist ideologies certainly influenced my thinking, not just 

about design, it also shaped my sense of aesthetic, and how I perceived the world. 
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Hurst (2013) argues that while working-class students may have a tendency to 

focus their education on finding careers, it does not preclude them from simultaneously 

having an interest in learning and acquiring knowledge for its own sake (p. 47). This 

statement resonates with me; while my scholarly ambitions in the past have been 

focused toward building a professional career, I have also always enjoyed learning and 

acquiring new knowledge. In her article, Hurst (2013) also explains Bourdieu’s concept 

of habitus as something capable of evolving and changing; she states that a person’s 

“habitus is more than a habit, and never a destiny – it is a disposition that arises through 

long practice and observation: malleable yet persistent” (p. 48). Professionally, I 

consider myself an Interior Designer qualified by education, experience, and 

professional examination. I worked in the interior and architectural design industry for 14 

years prior to embarking on a teaching career in Interior Design in 1998. At that time, I 

realized that teaching could not rely solely on content expertise; this marked the 

beginning of an iterative journey and reflective practice as an adult educator in order to 

gain a deeper understanding of effective teaching, and how to better support student 

learning. My motivation for undertaking graduate studies comes from my interest in 

advancing my knowledge and appreciation of issues related to teaching across 

disciplines and education in cross-cultural and global contexts, as well as in gaining a 

deeper understanding of the various ways context shapes adult learning. 

Personal Basis for the Research 

I have a strong interest in cross-cultural education and learning in an 

international context. For many years, I have been actively contributing to the 

internationalization of Design Programs at Kwantlen Polytechnic University (KPU). In 

addition to establishing international partnerships with various institutions globally, I have 

developed and conducted educational travel / field study courses to a number of 

international destinations. The inclusion of these components in the program curriculum 

has proven to be an effective aid in helping to provide a full spectrum design education. 

Students have the opportunity to experience and gain an understanding of the 

contextual nature of design as they are introduced to new perspectives, cultures, and 

ideologies.  

In 2012, I proposed and developed the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School 

(AIFS) offered at KPU; the field school has been running since 2013, and I am the 
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faculty leader for the course. The AIFS emerged at the intersection between the 

institution's increased interest in providing quality educational experiences focused on 

enhanced internationalization and experiential learning, as stated in KPU's Vision 20183, 

and my passion for finding ways to help students gain a greater cultural and contextual 

awareness, thereby encouraging insight into the broader context in which one’s life fits. 

After successfully leading three separate cohorts of students, a total of forty-three 

participants, to the Amazon region of Colombia, and having had many discussions with 

them and hearing their stories, both reported in course feedback and personal 

reflections, it occurred to me that there could be much value in a deeper inquiry and 

analysis of this particular type of field school experience. As stated in Chapter 1, there is 

still a gap between “the rhetoric” of experiential international programs and the 

pedagogical and curricular development as they relate to outcomes. I started this 

research with the purpose of exploring whether the field school experience and the 

Amazon context provided an opportunity for deep learning to take place, and if there was 

a possibility for personal growth and lasting impact beyond the parameters of the course.  

The research emerged as a kind of ground-truthing4 of the students' field school 

experiences; to gain insights into how participation in field school programs affects 

students’ learning and development, and in what ways these experiences can contribute 

to a full-spectrum, purposeful, and meaningful education. This study was undertaken to 

explore and comprehensively document participants’ perspectives on their educational 

and personal experiences of the AIFS. It is not the intent of this study to prove the value 

or success of the AIFS or to reach any final determinations or theoretical 

pronouncements. Rather, the goal of the study is to open the door to learning something 

new about the AIFS experience; to better understand to what extent and in what way 

participation in the AIFS, and the time spent in the Amazon rainforest of Colombia, has 

                                                 
3 Kwantlen Polytechnic University Strategic Plan VISION 2018 (KPU, 2013) outlines three themes 
of Quality, Relevance, and Reputation and commits to overarching academic goals with particular 
focus on • Distinctive Programming • Innovative Teaching and Learning • Well-defined Learning 
Outcomes • Experiential Learning • Enriched Student Experience and • Purposeful Community 
Engagement. 
4 ‘Ground-truthing’ has its roots in geographic information systems, referring to the practice of using 
field observations to interpret, analyze, and verify remotely sensed information about physical 
features of an area (Pickles, 2006). The Oxford dictionary defines ‘ground truth’ as “the real or 
underlying facts; information that has been checked or facts that have been collected at source. … 
information obtained by direct measurement at ground level, rather than by interpretation of 
remotely obtained data”. 
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been transformative to the students, and/or has had an impact on their daily lives or their 

worldview.  

Teaching and Learning in the Amazon  

Success is never final, failure is never fatal. It’s courage that counts.  

(George F. Tilton) 

Coming from an applied field such as design, I have always been interested in 

what happens outside the classroom as much as inside; and as a teacher I have often 

wondered about my role in fostering transformative learning, and how much of what we 

do in the classroom has an impact on students. In fact, I believe that much, if not more, 

of the learning often takes place outside the classroom; and that our primary role as 

teachers is to construct the opportunity for learning, to leverage resources, and to try to 

get the barriers to learning out of the way.  

Travelling with, and teaching students in such a powerful environment as the 

Amazon can be very challenging; it requires personal commitment and a willingness to 

be vulnerable, and to be prepared to unpack one’s own assumptions and biases. My 

relationship with students is different ‘in the field’ than in classroom settings, it is a 

different set of dynamics, and it is particularly important to try to build a culture of respect 

and trust. I am not the “expert” there, this redefines my role of teacher as someone who 

is sharing in the experience rather than as the “holder” of knowledge; that is not always 

comfortable, and I have to be at ease with “not knowing”. My role becomes more that of 

a facilitator of learning experiences and opportunities rather than a disseminator of 

knowledge, as is often the case in a traditional classroom setting. 

The role of the adult educator is one that has been explored and heralded as 

central to the transformative learning process as it relates to teaching and learning.  

Patricia Cranton (2011) asserts: 

Using a transformative learning and critical theory lens to view the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning takes us to an emancipatory 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in which the assumptions, beliefs, 
norms, and values of the discipline, the institution, the community, and the 
state are directly and critically questioned. Such an approach has the 
potential to yield a deep shift in perspective on teaching and learning at 
both an individual level and a social level. (p. 85) 
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Jack Mezirow (2003) describes transformative learning as “the essence of adult 

education” and defined the role of the adult educator “both as a facilitator of reasoning in 

a learning situation and a cultural activist fostering the social, economic, and political 

conditions required for fuller, freer participation in critical reflection and discourse by all 

adults in a democratic society” (p. 63). 

Taylor (2008) references John M. Dirkx’s (2006) work on inviting the whole 

person into the learning environment and stresses the importance of a holistic approach 

to transformative learning that “recognizes the role of feelings, other ways of knowing 

(intuitive, somatic), and the role of relationships with others” (p. 11). He challenges 

educators to be “actively dialoguing about feelings of learners, in concert with reason, 

when fostering transformative learning” (p. 11). Taylor (2007) also stresses the need for 

educators to be aware of learners' readiness for change, and underscores the 

importance of identifying barriers that inhibit transformative learning in some individuals 

(p. 187).  

While it can be said that education is about learning a discipline’s body of 

knowledge, I believe a strong case can be made that it is also, about how that content is 

delivered. In his book, Creating Significant Learning Experiences, Fink (2013) argues 

that significant learning requires a new approach, one that is defined in terms of lasting 

change, and calls for a paradigm shift from a ‘content-centered’ to a ‘learner-centered’ 

approach to teaching. My own experience in teaching the AIFS, as well as leading a 

number of other field study courses, has certainly transformed the way I teach. I have 

come to understand that an important part of the role of educator is to provide a venue 

for discussions that allow students to ask questions, and not necessarily to just be there 

to provide the ‘right’ answers; in many ways, the answers are not as important as the 

questions. I encourage students to be more than ‘educational voyeurs’, and to engage 

beyond passively observing what goes on, letting them venture down whatever rabbit 

holes they might find interesting or that they think may merit further investigation. 
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Social Constructionism 5 

In progressive academic circles, there is an increasing recognition of the 

importance of shared learning experiences (Intolubbe-Chmil et al., 2012). Social 

constructionism provides a conception of learning in which “knowledge and the knower 

are interdependent and embedded within history, context, language and experience” 

(Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 62), and learning is conceptualized as a social activity, 

as opposed to a constructivist view of learning which tends to place an emphasis on 

individual learning (Prawat, 1996; Richardson, 2003).  

Michael Crotty (1998) defines constructionism as “the view that all knowledge, 

and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being 

constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and 

developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42).  

The term ‘social constructionism’ arose largely from the work of Austrian-American and 

German sociologists Berger and Luckmann (1967), as put forth in their ground-breaking 

study of knowledge The Social Construction of Reality; though according to Crotty 

(1998), the idea already had a long history through the work of Karl Mannheim as well as 

both Hegel and Marx (p. 60). “Social constructionism suggests that individuals construct 

reality with each other, that knowledge is relational and that it may be uncovered by 

examining interactions and meaning making between and among individuals” (Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013, p. 38). Social constructionism “focuses on interpretation of 

subjective meaning and shared knowledge that is developed through interaction” (Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013, p. 22)6.   

According to Creswell (2014), a social constructivist7 researcher relies on 

participants’ views of the situation being studied, typically from discussions or 

interactions with individuals in order to develop meaning of experiences (p. 8).        

                                                 
5 Constructionism versus constructivism? Michael Crotty (1998) makes a distinction between 
constructivism and constructionism; but according to Patton (2015) they share the same ontology 
and epistemology (p.122). 
6 Savin-Baden & Major (2013) make a distinction between the epistemological philosophy of social 
constructionism of Berger and Luckmann which “suggests that there is shared knowledge and 
reality that the individuals negotiate with each other”; and social constructionism educational theory 
of Papert which “suggest that individuals learn for themselves by working with others” (p. 30). 
7 There is much confusion in the literature between the two terms and they are often used 
interchangeably.  
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Savin-Baden & Major (2013) also elaborate by stating, “Social constructionist research 

involves a focus on dialogue and negotiation. … In practice, this means that researchers 

seek to capture participants’ perspectives… [and] the researcher tends to be a full 

participant in the research process” (p. 62-63).  

For the purpose of this study, learning will be approached from a social 

constructionist perspective, in which meaning is made through reflection and dialogue 

(Lee, Moss, & Zijdemans-Boudreau, 2013) and will be considered from the analysis and 

interpretation of written and visual material such as self-reflection and creative 

expression, as well as responses to questionnaires and interviews. 

Design Thinking 

Much has been written in recent years about design thinking. As part of his 

keynote speech for the 2005 Life and Design in the Future Conference, Charles Owen 

(2005) outlined key design thinking characteristics and what he called design “ways of 

working”. Owen (2005) stated that while “creativity is of major importance to design 

thinking, as it is to science thinking and thinking in any field” (p. 12), he observed and 

outlined other characteristics that are equally as important (see Figure 2.1). 

 

Figure 2.1  Design Thinking: Observed Characteristics 
(Owen, 2005, adapted from Figure 20 & 21, p. 12) 

DESIGN THINKING 
Characteristics 

Observations from design education, research, and practice 

 Conditioned Inventiveness 

 Human-centered focus 

 Environment-centered concern 

 Ability to visualize 

 Tempered optimism 

 Bias for adaptivity 

 Predisposition towards multi-functionality 

 Systemic vision 

 Generalist view 

 Ability to use language as a tool 

 Ability for team work 

 Facility for avoiding the necessity for choice 

 Self-governing practicality 

 Ability to work systematically with qualitative Information 
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“A good design solution requires a good understanding of the problem” (Rengel, 2008, p. 

7). It is generally understood that design thinking is iterative and elaborative, not a linear 

process (see Figure 2.2). Before ‘problem solving’, the design process usually starts with 

‘problem seeking’, a process of discovery, and what Rengel (2008) defines as 

“Understanding”. As a professional designer, design thinking is intrinsic to my approach 

to research and helps guide the process of inquiry, exploration, and discovery. 

“The design thinking process is best thought of as a system of overlapping 

spaces rather than a sequence of orderly steps” (Brown & Wyatt, 2010, p. 33). In an 

article on social innovation, Tim Brown (2010), president and CEO of the design firm 

IDEO, explains design thinking as relying “on our ability to be intuitive, to recognize 

patterns, to construct ideas that have emotional meaning as well as being functional, 

and to express ourselves in media other than words or symbols” (p. 33). 

 

Figure 2.2  Design Thinking Process 
Interpretation of d.school: Design Thinking Bootcamp Bootleg (Institute of Design at Stanford, 
2017) & Human Centered Design (IDEO, 2011). 
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There seems to be a natural connection between design thinking and qualitative 

research methods. According to Merriam (1988), qualitative researchers are more 

concerned with process than products or outcomes; in alignment with this approach, my 

inquiry is designed as a human centered exploratory study with a focus on allowing the 

data to emerge as part of an iterative research process. Chapter 4 provides a more 

detailed description of the research methodology for the study. 

The next chapter examines the literature that provided the background for the 

inquiry and considers philosophical and theoretical arguments from leading theorists as 

these relate to the field school experience. In addition, enlisting French philosopher 

Henri Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) triad of social space to conceptualize the field school 

experience in terms of interlinked ‘spaces’, Chapter 3 presents an analytical framework 

that helped guide the inquiry. 
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Philosophical and Theoretical Perspectives:  
A Review of the Literature 

In this chapter, I examine the literature that informs this inquiry. In undertaking 

inquiry in the context of experiential curricula, there are many who advocate for modes 

of research that are consistent with the principles, objectives, and methods espoused by 

these types of education. This chapter considers philosophical and theoretical 

arguments from leading theorists as these relate to the field school experience. 

I begin by introducing French philosopher Henri Lefebvre, discussing the broader 

context of his work, and outlining his conceptual Triad of Social Space. Drawing from 

Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) conceptual triad, I present an analytical framework applicable to 

the Amazon Field School experience, which provides a way of thinking about the 

educational process and allows the scope of learning dynamics within the field school 

experience to be more fully analyzed. Grounded in a Social Constructionist’s view of 

learning, the analytical framework links a philosophical concept of experiential education 

with Lefebvre’s conceptual triad of social space, with an eye on transformative learning 

theory; together these offer a theoretical perspective, which provided the foundation for 

the research. 

I then review a body of literature exploring theoretical aspects and perspectives 

across Pedagogy, Place, and People; and endeavour to unravel the theoretical 

entanglement between experiential education, transformative learning, and situated and 

placed-based learning, as it applies to this study. 

The literature discussed in this chapter provided philosophical and theoretical 

background for the inquiry, and informed its goals, objectives, and research 

methodology. 
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Figure 3.1  Literature Map 

Conceptual and Analytical Framework 

I begin this chapter by introducing the French philosopher Henri Lefebvre, whose 

work provided the conceptual and theoretical foundation for the inquiry and the 

inspiration for the analytical framework presented later in the chapter.  

Coming from the world of design and architecture, I have a particular interest in 

the concept of place, and better understanding the contexts in which we live, work/study, 

and play. As a student studying architecture in the 1980s, at a School of Architecture 

deeply rooted in 20th century modernist traditions, we were briefly introduced to the work 

of French Philosopher Henri Lefebvre; however, his ideas were not fully explored or 

elaborated upon at the time.  

During my research for the thesis, I stumbled across Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) 

book The Production of Space, and it sparked a renewed interest in his work. I was 

inspired by his ‘triad of social space’ and at the possibilities of translating and 

interpreting his conception of ‘social space’ as a dimension of human practice grounded 



22 

in the experience of place, in the context of ‘learning contexts’. My own elaboration of 

Lefebvre’s concepts led to the development of a conceptual framework for the thesis 

(see figure 3.2); this provided the grounding work for the study, guided the inquiry, and 

aided in the analysis of the phenomenon being explored.  

Henri Lefebvre on Environment and Space  

Lefebvre’s most important legacy must be as a thinker of ‘big ideas’ and 
as inspiration for emancipatory politics. 

(Hannah, 2010, p. 788) 

Disregarding the perils of using Lefebvre selectively, for the purpose of this 

study, I draw upon a narrow spectrum of his thesis for inspiration, choosing to focus on 

his conceptual triad of social space as outlined in The Production of Space, and offer my 

own interpretation as it applies to this inquiry. 

Henri Lefebvre has been referred to by many scholars as one of the most 

significant thinkers of the twentieth century (Elden, 2001, 2004; Hess, 2000; Merrifield, 

1995; Shields, 1999, 2011; Soja, 1996). In a career that spanned the better part of seven 

decades, Lefebvre wrote more than 60 books and 300 articles; however, few were 

available in English until The Production of Space was translated in 1991.  Although 

considered one of the most translated French authors of the twentieth century, until 

recently he has remained relatively unknown to the Anglophone world (Elden, 2004; 

Shields, 1999, 2011). With an increasing number of new publications on Lefebvre in 

recent years, his work seems to be gaining wider attention, which has spurred a kind of 

resurgence of his pioneering ideas (Grant, 2015; Hannah, 2010; Warf & Arias, 2008).  

Lefebvre is perhaps best known as one of the most prolific French Marxist 

intellectuals and philosophers, and for his contribution to social thought. He is also 

widely recognized for his distinct concerns for “everyday life” and global urbanization, 

and for introducing the concepts of “the right to the city”, as well as his conceptualization 

of the “production of social space” grounded in “dialectical materialism” (Elden, 2004; 

Hess, 2000; Shields, 2011). Lefebvre’s theories traverse disciplinary silos with threads 

that weave through philosophy, sociology, politics, geography and history; as well as 

cultural studies, urban theory, planning, and architecture (Hess, 2000). 
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L’homme 

Lefebvre “is significant as an involved participant at the center of nearly a century 

of social, economic, and intellectual change in western Europe” (Shields, 1999, p. 1).  

Born on June 16, 1901 in Hagetmau in the French Pyrenees, Lefebvre was witness to 

most of the significant events of the twentieth century, including the Russian Revolution, 

the rise of fascism, the moon landing, the fall of the Iron Curtain, and the expansion of 

technology and globalization. His academic career was anything but linear, living 

through the disruption and challenges of two world wars that brought with them 

occupation, resistance, and liberation (Hess, 2000). Reading about Lefebvre’s life, it is 

clear that these events provided fertile ground for his social and philosophical 

commentary, and perspectives on what it means to live in a “modern” world. Throughout 

his career, he seemed to possess an insatiable curiosity about the human condition, and 

for Lefebvre the city became a kind of social laboratory from which to examine everyday 

life (Hess, 2000, p. ix). 

According to Hess (2000), Lefebvre's thesis on space and “the urban” arose 

rather late in his work, but did so "massively" (p. vii).  Lefebvre (1970/2003) contends 

that after WWII, Western Society underwent what he calls an “urban revolution” which 

signalled the advent of a post-industrial urban “mode of production” as disruptive as the 

Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century (Lefebvre, 2000; White, 1993, p. 90). 

Henri Lefebvre died in 1991 at the age of 90. In his review of The Production of 

Space, Hayden White (1993) refers to Lefebvre as “one of the last representatives of the 

fading social class of intellectuals” (p. 90). 

Lost in Translation 

According to Shields (1999), Lefebvre “is never ‘just’ a Marxist or just an 

Existentialist or a Nietzschean. He is always more, and this surplus or excess has 

contributed to the difficulty of coming to terms with his work” (p. 1). Several authors have 

warned that reading Lefebvre is not for the faint of heart, and suggest that those without 

a strong background in social theory may find his work intimidating, and at times 

impenetrable and confusing (Elden, 2001; Hess, 2000; Warf, 1993; Zhang, 2006). At the 

same time, many scholars also caution of the danger of reading Lefebvre in isolation 

from the totality of his philosophical and theoretical works and running the risk of 



24 

reducing his concepts to the “banal”. Many deplore that often he is too narrowly 

understood, denying the subtlety and philosophical complexity he deserves, insisting 

that Lefebvre’s work “requires understanding, not mere knowing” (Zhang, 2006, p. 219), 

and advocate for conceptualizing his work as a whole (Carp, 2008; Elden, 2001, 2004; 

Shields, 1999). However, while Lefebvre has gained popularity in the Anglophone world 

in recent years with the increased availability to some of his most important works 

translated to English, some scholars have also noted difficulties with the translations 

(Elden, 2001; Lefebvre, Kofman, & Lebas, 1996; Lefebvre, Elden, Lebas, & Kofman, 

2003; Shields, 1999). In his book on Lefebvre, Shields (1999) states “English language 

translators and scholars make glaring errors in their reception of Lefebvre. 

Misunderstandings of Lefebvre are rife in Anglophone geography” (p. 6). 

This resonates with me, as my own experience of reading The Production of 

Space simultaneously in French and English revealed some meaning “lost in 

translation”. For example, Lefebvre (2000) takes great care in making the distinction 

between the two words savoir and connaisance; in French, each word has a subtle but 

different meaning. Savoir, referring to the more cerebral aspect of knowledge, the realm 

of information and professional knowledge, is different from connaisance, the realm of 

intuition and sensation, of “ways of knowing”. Yet, throughout the English text, they are 

often translated interchangeably with the word “knowledge”, consequently obscuring a 

fundamental difference of meaning. Another glaring misinterpretation lost between 

language and discourse is with Lefebvre’s notion of “natural space”. The English text 

states, “the first implication is that (physical) natural space is disappearing” (p. 30, my 

emphasis). In Lefebvre’s (2000) original text, what he actually writes is “…l’espace-

nature (physique) s’éloigne” (p. 39). The verb s’éloigne has a different meaning than 

disappearing, in the sense of becoming more distant, not ceasing to exist as in 

disappearing. Lefebvre (2000) goes on to explain that in the urbanization of cities, we 

are becoming more disconnected from nature, that nature becomes a kind of “back 

stage” to social space, becoming more décor, symbolic, and less authentic.  

The Production of Space 

Lefebvre’s book The Production of Space, originally written in 1974, is 

considered a pillar in his body of work, and provides a synthesis of his thoughts on how 

and why space and place matter (Hess, 2000). For Lefebvre (2000), the social 
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production of urban space is fundamental to the reproduction of society. As a Marxist 

theorist, he insists that space is intrinsically political and he is highly critical of the 

developing systems of production serving a capitalistic agenda in the twentieth century.  

Ultimately, the space that interests Lefebvre (1974/1991) is what he calls “social space”. 

He posits that space is at once a product and a means of production, and by extension 

reproduction of complex social and political relationships.  

(Social) space is a (social) product.... the space thus produced also serves 
as a tool of thought and of action; …in addition to being a means of 
production it is also a means of control, and hence of domination, of power. 
(Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 26) 

Lefebvre (2000) refutes modernistic thinking that considers space as a neutral empty 

vessel disconnected from its content and devoid of meaning. He laments the domination 

of euclidien-cartesien-newtonian logic that places “object” before “subject” and assumes 

its dominance over human experience (p. 7). He maintains that with the predominance 

of scientific thinking, space and time become compartmentalized, and that the mental (or 

absolute) has overtaken the social and the physical realm (p. 12).  Lefebvre (2000) 

urges us to shift our focus from space, to the processes of its production, what he calls 

“spatialization”; and to acknowledge the socially produced multiplicity of spaces actuated 

in social practices, with all their complex spatialities, conflicts, contradictions, and 

ultimately political character. 

Conceptual Triad of Social Space 

Lefebvre (1974/1991) views space as a dimension of human practice, grounded 

in the experience of place. In his book The Production of Space, Lefebvre (2000) 

searches for a “unitary theory” of space that brings together the physical (the realm of 

the body, the material, including nature) with the mental (the realm of the mind, of logic 

and abstraction) and the social (the realm of meaning, and uncensored human 

experiences; p. 19).  Space produced by human thought, imagination, and labour, is 

manifested as mental construction (conceived), socially organized relations (perceived), 

and more importantly experienced by human groups in specific locales (lived).   

Lefebvre (1974/1991, 2000) puts forward a three-part dialectic that holds 

together in conscious interactive relationships, dimensions or moments of the social 

production of space, expressive of the relational struggle between form, representation, 
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and meaning. The notion of moments is central in Lefebvre’s work. Shields (1999) 

explains: 

Lefebvre is not explicit, but he may mean that lived time is a ‘form’, which 
can be conceived of as a thing quite separate from its contents. Moments 
are themselves essential forms in which everyday contents are arranged 
in recognizable patterns. (p. 59) 

For Lefebvre (2000), all three elements (conceived, perceived, and lived) interact 

in social spatialization and the triplicity holds these three dimensions of social space in a 

dialectic relationship that transcends Cartesian binary opposition (p. 49).  

 

Figure 3.2  Interpretation of Lefebvre’s Conceptual Triad of Social Space 

Lefebvre (2000) defines each aspect of the triad using two sets of terms, each 

representing inseparable aspects and respective sides of the dynamic interrelationship 

between “product” (what is) and “process” (how it happens).  

The first concept of the triad is what Lefebvre (1974/1991, 2000) terms “la 

practique spatiale” or “Spatial Practice”; it is the “physical realm” of everyday practices 

and urban reality. It is the space appropriated, dominated, generated, and used; visible in 

the physical movement of people and the flow of material, money, and information. This is 

the moment of the perceived (le perçu), the observable, the concrete, the visible routes, 

networks, and patterns (Lefebvre, 2000, p. 48).  
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Lefebvre (1974/1991, 2000) defines the second concept of the triad in spatial 

terms as “les représentations de l’espaces” or the “Representations of Space”. For 

Lefebvre (2000) this is the dominant space in any society (p. 48); it is “tied to the relations 

of production and to the ‘order’ which those relations impose, and hence to knowledge, to 

signs, to codes, and to frontal relations” (Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 33). It is the overt 

discourse on space, the representations or theories of space and expert knowledge; “the 

space of scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers…” 

(Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 38). This is the “mental realm”, the space of the imagined, the 

abstract, the geometric; it is conceptualized space, what Lefebvre calls the conceived (le 

conçu). 

The third concept is what Lefebvre (1974/1991, 2000) describes as “les espaces 

de representation” or “Representational Spaces”; the lived space (le vécu) and what 

Soja (1996) calls the “third space”. Lived space is directly experienced social space; this is 

space as it might be fully lived, “moments of presence” and realization of possibilities, 

produced and modified over time and through use. It is the dominated space, subjective, 

bodily, and passively experienced “through its associated images and symbols, and hence 

the space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’…” (Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 39). This is the “social 

realm” of culture, meaning, and ethics; “it overlays physical space, making symbolic use 

of its objects” (Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 39). Lived spaces are the results of the dialectical 

relation between conceived and perceived spaces; it embodies both of them without being 

reducible to either (Zhang, 2006, p. 221).  

The Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School Experience through a 
Lefebvrian Lens. 

According to Carp (2008), while there seems to be a large number of published 

interpretations of Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) triad, they mostly focus on discussions of the 

relationships between his writings and the “philosophical traditions and political events 

that formed his historical context, and of the relations between Lefebvre’s work and 

current ideas about culture, urbanism, representation, and practice” (p. 131). Carp’s 

(2008) review of the literature concludes that “there is a smaller literature that specifically 

uses the conceptual triad as an analytical tool”, and while they offer a rich variety of 

interpretation and applications, most are undeveloped in terms of analysis and are at 

most only helpful in representing aspects of everyday life (p. 131). 
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More recent attention to Lefebvre’s work has led to a reappraisal of his writing 

and to consider his thesis more broadly, contributing to his contemporary relevance and 

import beyond the fields of geography, urban sociology, and cultural studies. More 

specifically, Sue Middleton’s (2014) book, Henri Lefebvre and education: space, history, 

theory, offers an expansion for the potential applications of Lefebvre’s concepts being 

used for analytical purposes by educational researchers and for educational inquiries.  

Ultimately, for Lefebvre space is not a given, nor is it a thing, “but rather a set of 

relations” (Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 83). While not reducible to form, space is also not a 

static backdrop for action, but rather “the outcome of … actions … space is what permits 

fresh actions to occur, while suggesting others and prohibiting yet others” (Lefebvre, 

1974/1991, p. 73).  

The core of the theory of the production of space identifies three moments 
of production: first, material production; second, the production of 
knowledge; and, third, the production of meaning. This makes it clear that 
the subject of Lefebvre's theory is not "space in itself” not even the ordering 
of (material) objects and artifacts "in space.” Space is to be understood in 
an active sense as an intricate web of relationships that is continuously 
produced and reproduced. The object of the analysis is, consequently, the 
active processes of production that take place in time. (Schmid, 2008, p. 
41)  

Viewed from this phenomenological perspective, and since education is largely 

regarded8 as a political, social, and cultural phenomenon, Lefebvre's conceptual triad is 

useful in thinking about educational practices, and offers possibilities for a better 

understanding of educational moments and the interrelationship between pedagogy, 

people, and place.  

Drawing on Lefebvre for inspiration, and through my own interpretive readings of 

his concepts, I offer my own elaboration of the triad as an analytical framework to study 

the interrelated constructs of the AIFS as an educational phenomenon (see Figure 3.3). 

Enlisting Lefebvre’s notion of moments, the framework is also abstracted from my own 

                                                 
8 Many social scientists, most notably Bourdieu (1990), have long acknowledged the reproduction 
of social patterns within ‘the academy’. Others, like Apple (2004), argue that education is “not a 
neutral enterprise” and “by the very nature of the institution …a political act” (p. 1). Writings about 
‘hidden curricula’ recognize the importance of the physical environment in the reproduction of social 
stratification patterns, be it explicitly or overtly (Costello, 2001; Margolis, 2001).   
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experiences of planning and conducting the AIFS course, including my interactions with 

students, as well as my own reflections on my experiences of place.  

 

Figure 3.3  The Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School Analytical Framework 
Interpretation of Lefebvre’s (2000) three moments of social space triad and adaptation of Kegan 
(1994) Domains of Human Development. 

Looking at the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School from a Lefebvrian relational 

perspective offers new insights for better understanding the productive forces of 

experiential education, recognizing the multi-dimensionality involved in the formal and 

informal planning process of an experiential learning experience which honours 

knowledge that can emerge from place specific experiences, as well as revealing the 

potentiality for long term transformative impact on students. As a tool for inquiry and 
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analysis, conceptualizing the AIFS as interlinked “academic events” or moments of 

interplay between the conceived, the perceived, and the lived dimensions, provided for a 

rich and insightful exploration.  

PEDAGOGY + PLACE + PEOPLE = POSSIBILITIES 

In post-secondary contexts, experiential education can model a variety of 

practices and exemplify various pedagogies. For the purpose of this inquiry, the 

following section explores philosophical and theoretical arguments synthesized from 

scholarly literature related to experiential education and/or learning, transformative 

education, place-based education and situated learning; as these relate to the field 

school experience. The section also examines how the theoretical nature and structure 

of these various types of learning may impact the student experience, and outlines 

various possible learning outcomes that can result from these pedagogies. 

PEDAGOGY9 

Study does not mean reading books. It does not mean, necessarily, just 
sitting around thinking about things. True study is a form of experience.  
Only by way of experience do you, somehow, get close. And that 
becomes a necessity, an experience, to this grasp of things to which you 
can listen and from which you can learn.  

(Frank Lloyd Wright) 

Experiential Education & Learning 

At its most basic, experiential learning is conceived as a transaction between the 

person and the environment (D. A. Kolb, 1984/2014). Theories about the power of 

experience in education are not a new phenomenon, experiential learning theory has 

deep roots that extend at least as far back as Aristotle’s notion of ‘practical wisdom’; 

“Western educational theorists have long valued the notion of learning through 

                                                 
9 While ‘pedagogy’ has usually referred to intentional acts of teaching, there is increasing “usage 
of the concept in other theoretical frameworks outside of educational research” (Lingard and Gale 
2007, p. 27) when it is applied to sites other than schools (Giroux, 2004; Sandlin et al, 2011). 
Sociologist Basil Bernstein (2000) defined pedagogy as: “A sustained process whereby 
somebody(s) acquires new forms or develops existing forms of conduct, knowledge, practice and 
criteria form somebody(s) or something deemed to be appropriate provider and evaluator – 
appropriate either from the point of view of the acquirer or by some other body(s) or both” (p. 78) – 
(as cited in Middleton, 2014, p. 37). 
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experience” (Johnston et al., 2013, p. 46). Experiential learning theory is founded “on the 

work of prominent 20th century scholars who gave experience a central role in their 

theories of human learning and development - notably John Dewey, Kurt Lewin, Jean 

Piaget, William James, Carl Jung, Paulo Freire, Carl Rogers and others” (Kolb & Kolb, 

2005, p. 194). Together these scholars have contributed to the development of a wide-

ranging theory about the experiential learning process and adult development in an effort 

to understand the dynamics between learning, the learner, and the environment; and 

which implementation spans across multiple disciplines (Lee et al., 2013). 

According to Kolb (2005), “experiential learning is often misunderstood as a set 

of tools and techniques to provide learners with experiences from which they can learn. 

Others have used the term to describe learning that is a mindless recording of 

experience” (p. 193). Experiential programs such as international field schools that 

provide students with opportunities to be engaged in the global community are generally 

categorized under the umbrella of “experiential education”. 

For this examination of the field school experience, Dewey’s work and that of 

other liked-minded scholars such as David Kolb provide a complementary theoretical 

perspective to the analytical framework inspired by Lefebvre’s conceptual triad of social 

space.   

The Legacy of John Dewey (1859 -1952)  

…education must be conceived as a continuing reconstruction of 
experience; . . . the process and the goal of education are one and the 
same thing.  

(Dewey, 1897, p. 79) 

John Dewey, undoubtedly one of the most well-known and influential educational 

theorists of the twentieth century, was a strong proponent of experiential education.  His 

educational theories have influenced many contemporary educational models and 

practices, and his works continue to serve as guiding principles for experiential learning 

programs. Throughout his work, Dewey argued that all genuine education comes from 

experience, and that education and learning are essentially social and interactive 

processes.  
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In 1896, Dewey established the laboratory schools at the University of Chicago 

and founded the “progressive education movement”. His article My Pedagogic Creed 

published the following year, described key propositions of experiential learning. In 1938, 

Dewey wrote Experience and Education in an effort to explain his “progressive” 

approach to education and resolve the emerging conflict between “traditional” and 

“progressive” education. In the book, he sets out to articulate directions for change: 

If one attempts to formulate the philosophy of education implicit in the 
practices of the new education, we may, I think, discover certain common 
principles. . .  I take it that the fundamental unity of the newer philosophy is 
found in the idea that there is an intimate and necessary relation between 
the processes of actual experience and education. (Dewey, 1938/1997, pp. 
19, 20) 

Dewey’s (1938/1997) foremost criticism of traditional education was the 

“decontextualized nature of learning and subsequent difficulties learners have in 

transferring their knowledge to a new situation” (Johnston et al., 2013, p. 51). He argued 

that a fundamental principle in the development of a theory of experience is the notion of 

helping learners build connections between current knowledge and new knowledge 

(Johnston et al., 2013). 

For Dewey (1938/1997) not all experiences are educative; he discriminates 

between quality of experiences and makes a distinction between different kinds of 

experience, those that are worthwhile educationally, as opposed to those that are not. 

“Every experience is a moving force; its value can be judged only on the grounds of what 

it moves towards and into” (Dewey, 1938/1997, p. 38). He articulates the “principle of 

continuity of experience” or what he calls the “experiential continuum”. The “principle of 

continuity of experience means that every experience both takes up something from 

those which have gone before and modifies in some way the quality of those which 

come after” (Dewey, 1938/1997, p. 35). 

Dewey (1938/1997) shared Henri Lefebvre’s conviction that thought and action 

are not separate, but unified in experience.  

Experience does not go on simply inside a person. It does go on there, for 
it influences the formation of attitudes of desire and purpose. But this is not 
the whole of the story. Every genuine experience has an active side which 
changes in some degree the objective conditions under which experiences 
are had. (Dewey, 1938/1997, p. 39)  
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According to Garforth (1966), for Dewey experience means something quite specific: 

He [Dewey] does not mean by this [experience] the stored up product of 
the past; nor does he mean simply the immediacy of the experienced 
present; nor the mere acceptance of environmental impact by a passive 
recipient; nor does he contrast experience with thought or reason.  
Experience is continuous from past through present to future; it is not static 
but dynamic, moving, in process. It is not unilateral but, as Dewey would 
say, ‘transactional’ for the experient is modified by his environment and the 
environment by the experient in a constant reciprocal relationship. 
(Garforth, 1966, as cited in Ord & Leather, 2011, p. 17) 

Dewey’s (1938/1997) principle of continuity of experience and his conception of 

environment as “whatever conditions interact with personal needs, desires, purposes, 

and capacities to create the experience which is had” (p. 44), also aligns with Lefebvre’s 

(2000) notion of ‘time and space’. Dewey’s (1938/1997) concepts of situation and 

interaction are inextricable from each other: “an experience is always what it is because 

of a transaction taking place between an individual and what, at the time, constitutes his 

environment…” (p. 43). 

Another important thread in Dewey’s body of work is his expressed concern 

“about the narrow notion of citizenship being taught in conventional schooling, and… [his 

caution] against patriotic “indoctrination” of students, especially with a singular reference 

to the dominant culture or political regime” (Johnston et al., 2013, p. 50). Dewey 

(1916/2005) particularly elaborated his concerns in Democracy and Education. 

In essence, for Dewey, educative experience is as much about meaning making 

and how we understand the world around us, as it is about acting in it. Dewey’s 

education paradigm offers a strong educational foundation for international experiential 

learning models such as field schools. 

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory 

Learning is best conceived as a process, not in terms of outcomes.  

(D. A. Kolb, 1984/2014, p. 26) 

Experiential Learning as part of academic offerings was largely popularized 

through the work of David Kolb. In 1984, Kolb published a seminal text on experiential 

learning in which he defined learning as "the process whereby knowledge is created 

through the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the combination of 
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grasping and transforming experience" (p. 41). For Kolb (1984/2014) learning “is a 

process involving constant adaptation to, and engagement with, one’s environment” (Lee 

et al., 2013, p. 115).  

Kolb (1984/2014) developed an influential comprehensive three-part model of 

experiential learning theory (KELT) which includes the experiential learning theory (ELT); 

a learning cycle model; and the learning styles inventory (LSI). Kolb’s (1984/2014) model 

of experiential learning draws primarily on the work of Dewey (1938/1997), who stressed 

the importance of experience in the process of learning; Lewin (1951), who underlined 

active participatory learning; and Piaget (1970), who conceived of intelligence as largely 

a result of interaction of the individual with the environment” (Lee et al., 2013, p. 115).  

Kolb’s (1984/2014) theory of experiential learning is built on six propositions: 

1. Learning is best conceived as a process, not in terms of outcomes.  

2. All learning is relearning. Learning is best facilitated by a process that draws 
out the students' beliefs and ideas about a topic so that they can be 
examined, tested, and integrated with new, more refined ideas.  

3. Learning requires the resolution of conflicts between dialectically opposed 
modes of adaptation to the world. Conflict, differences, and disagreement are 
what drive the learning process. In the process of learning, one is called upon 
to move back and forth between opposing modes of reflection and action, 
feeling, and thinking.  

4. Learning is a holistic process of adaptation to the world. Not just the result of 
cognition, learning involves the integrated functioning of the total person - 
thinking, feeling, perceiving, and behaving.  

5. Learning results from synergetic transactions between the person and the 
environment. In Piaget's terms, learning occurs through equilibration of the 
dialectic processes of assimilating new experiences into existing concepts 
and accommodating existing concepts to new experience.  

6. Learning is the process of creating knowledge. ELT proposes a constructivist 
theory of learning whereby social knowledge is created and recreated in the 
personal knowledge of the learner. This stands in contrast to the 
"transmission" model on which much current educational practice is based, 
where pre-existing fixed ideas are transmitted to the learner. 

(Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 194) 

Kolb (1984/2014) explained experiential learning as a process of constructing 

knowledge that involves four dialectically related learning modes: the concrete 
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experience (CE) - abstract conceptualization (AC) continuum, corresponds to how 

individuals grasp information from their environment; the reflective observation (RO) - 

active experimentation (AE) continuum, represents how individuals transform experience 

from information they obtain (Kolb & Kolb, 2005; Kolb, 1984/2014). “This process is 

portrayed as an idealized learning cycle or spiral where the learner "touches all the 

bases" - experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting - in a recursive process that is 

responsive to the learning situation and what is being learned” (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 

194). 

Kolb (1984/2014) also determined that individuals develop preferred “learning 

styles” reflective of how they process information; as a result, Kolb (1984/2014) 

developed the Learning Styles Inventory (LSI). The LSI is a self-ranking survey 

instrument used to assess individual learning styles. The LSI evolved over several 

versions since it was first implemented in 1969; it also served as validation and as self-

assessment to test the theory (Lee et al., 2013). From his research, Kolb (1984/2014) 

identified four prevalent learning preferences or styles: divergers, assimilators, 

convergers, and accommodators. (See Figure 3.4). 

 

Figure 3.4  Kolb (1984/2014). Experimental Learning Cycle & Basic Learning Styles 
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Criticism of Experiential Learning Theory 

While Kolb’s (1984/2014) model of experiential learning continues to prevail in 

the literature on experiential education, some view the model as simplistic, providing a 

mechanistic view of learning in which experience and reflection are considered as 

individual and separate tasks.  

In their article on outdoor education, Ord and Leather (2011) lament the fact that 

“the conceptualization of experience and experiential learning is dominated in the 

academic texts by the cyclical model associated with Kolb” (p. 13). They advocate a 

return to Dewey’s original ideas, arguing “Dewey more fully addresses how participants 

make meaning of their experience” (p. 13). 

Dewey provides a broader vision of “educative experience” than many of 
his followers do. Dewey’s interest was in the kinds of experiences that 
arouse, that are intense, that strengthen, that stimulate, and that live on in 
future experiences that have similar properties. (Greenaway, 2008, as cited 
in Ord & Leather, 2011, p. 13) 

Others, like Quay (2003), argue that context plays an inseparable part in learning, and 

advise that “consideration of the ‘situated’ nature of learning will shift to focus from the 

individual learner to learning as participation in the social world” (Lee et al., 2013, p. 

116). According to Quay (2003) “a more holistic philosophical approach that 

contemplates learning through experience at the levels of the individual [constructivism], 

the small group [social constructionism], and culture [cultural discourse] will support a 

deeper analysis of experiential education within discourses” (Lee et al., 2013, p. 116). 

A Philosophy of Experiential Education  

Experiential learning should be understood within a philosophy of education; 

what Dewey (1938/1997) called a "theory of experience”. 

The Association for Experiential Education [AEE] (2016) defines Experiential 

Education as “a philosophy that informs many methodologies in which educators 

purposefully engage with learners in direct experience and focused reflection in order to 

increase knowledge, develop skills, clarify values, and develop people's capacity to 

contribute to their communities” (para. 2). Successful experiential education comes from 

integrating knowing, with doing and being (AEE, 2016). 
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In his article on experiential education for the 21st century, Itin (1999) lays out an 

argument that experiential education should be best understood as a philosophy of 

education rather than in terms of specific teaching strategies or approaches and that 

“various expressions of the philosophy…[such as non-formal/informal education, place-

based education, global education, service learning, field experience, environmental 

education, outdoor education, internships, cooperative learning, lab work, etc... should] 

be linked together under this single philosophy” (p. 97).  

Enlisting the philosophical roots of John Dewey, Kurt Hahn and Paulo Freire, he 

argues for a holistic philosophy of experiential education that brings together experiential 

‘learning’, which puts emphasis on the individual, with the broader definition of 

experiential ‘education’ which is best conceived as a 'transactive' process between 

educator, student, and the environment. Itin (1999) insists, “learning is not a separate 

experience, but involves the entire person within the context of the learning environment 

where the learner is challenged to move beyond what is known” (p. 94). He also 

stresses that “experiential education is a purposeful process aimed at increasing the 

capacity of the student to understand, utilize, and affect his or her experience in the 

world” (p. 94). In his article, Itin (1999) puts forward a definition and philosophical model 

of experiential education which emphasizes that “the content being taught is as 

important as the process by which it is taught and the context in which it is taught” (p. 

94). 

Experiential education is a holistic philosophy, where carefully chosen 
experiences supported by reflection, critical analysis, and synthesis, are 
structured to require the learner to take initiative, make decisions, and be 
accountable for the results, through actively posing questions, 
investigating, experimenting, being curious, solving problems, assuming 
responsibility, being creative, constructing meaning, and integrating 
previously developed knowledge. Learners are engaged intellectually, 
emotionally, socially, politically, spiritually, and physically in an uncertain 
environment where the learner may experience success, failure, 
adventure, and risk taking. The learning usually involves interaction 
between learners, learner and educator, and learner and environment.  It 
challenges the learner to explore issues of values, relationship, diversity, 
inclusion, and community. The educator's primary roles include selecting 
suitable experiences, posing problems, setting boundaries, supporting 
learners, insuring physical and emotional safety, facilitating the learning 
process, guiding reflection, and providing the necessary information. The 
results of the learning form the basis of future experience and learning. 
(Itin, 1999, p. 93) 
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The AEE (2016) and Itin’s (1999) definitions of a philosophy of experiential education, in 

the context of the field school experience, tie in holistically with Lefebvre's concepts of 

conceived (thinking/knowing), perceived (doing) and lived (being).  

Transformative Learning 

The concept of transformative learning is a complex and multifaceted topic 

whose merits and parameters have been discussed, argued, and written about for the 

last three and a half decades. The Transformative Learning Center (2017) defines 

transformative learning as “experiencing a deep, structural shift in basic premises of 

thought, feelings, and actions. It is a shift of consciousness that dramatically and 

permanently alters our way of being in the world” (p. 1). Kaufman and Mann (2007) 

provide a more concise definition of transformative learning as “the social process of 

constructing and internalizing a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one ‘s 

experience as a guide to action” (p. 13). 

The Foundation of Transformative Learning 

American sociologist Jack Mezirow, a noted educator and author, has long been 

acknowledged as the founder of transformative learning theory. In a 1978 article on 

perspective transformation, Mezirow (2009) advocated for “the recognition of a critical 

dimension of learning in adulthood that enables us to recognize and reassess the 

structure of assumptions and expectations which frame our thinking, feeling, and acting” 

(p. 90).  

For Mezirow (2009), learning happens when learners have the opportunity to 

critically reflect on their assumptions and engage in dialectical discourse. Mezirow 

(2009) defined transformative learning as “the process by which we transform 

problematic frames of reference (mindsets, habits of mind, meaning perspectives) – sets 

of assumption and expectation – to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, 

reflective and emotionally able to change” (p. 92). 

Mezirow’s (2009) concept of transformative learning developed from his 

research, which focused on women resuming their education or considering returning to 

work after an extended period of time away. His qualitative studies were aimed at 

identifying key factors that typically contributed to the women’s success or failure in the 

process and what hindered or assisted their progress (Kitchenham, 2008). Based on his 
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findings, Mezirow (2009) and his team of researchers identified the following 10 phases 

integral to the transformative process:  

1. A disorienting dilemma. 

2. A self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt or shame. 

3. A critical assessment of assumptions. 

4. Recognition that one's discontent and the process of 
transformation are shared. 

5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships and action. 

6. Planning a course of action. 

7. Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans. 

8. Provisional trying of new roles. 

9. Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and 
relationships. 

10. A reintegration into one's life on the basis of conditions dictated by 
one’s new perspective  

(Mezirow, 2009, p. 94) 

Early influences in the development of Mezirow’s (2009) concept of 

transformative learning included the work of Kuhn’s conception of paradigms, Freire’s 

concept of conscientization, and Habermas’s work on domains of learning, amongst 

others. According to Kitchenham (2008) “the key ideas of these theorists informed 

Mezirow’s transformative learning theory and the significant concepts of disorienting 

dilemma, meaning schemes, meaning perspectives, perspective transformation, frame 

of reference, levels of learning processes, habits of mind, and critical self-reflection” (p. 

105).   

Central to transformative learning is the constructivist concept of meaning 

making as a learning process; Mezirow (1997) outlined three types of meaning 

structures: frames of reference, habits of mind, and points of view.  

A frame of reference or meaning perspective refers to “the structure of 

assumptions and expectations that frame an individual’s tacit point of view and influence 

their thinking, belief, and actions” (Taylor, 2008, p. 5). It ''encompasses cognitive, 
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conative and affective components, may operate within or outside awareness and is 

composed of two dimensions: a habit of mind and resulting points of view” (Mezirow, 

2009, p. 92).  

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

and acting, influenced by assumptions that constitute a set of codes” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 

5).  These codes or canon may be cultural, social, linguistic, educational, economic, 

political, psychological, religious, and aesthetic and others. Habits of mind become 

articulated in a specific point of view...” (Mezirow, 2009, p. 92).  

A point of view “is comprised of meaning schemes or sets of knowledge, beliefs, 

values, and feelings” (Alfred et al., 2013, p. 133). It is “the constellation of belief, 

memory, value judgment, attitude and feeling that shapes a particular interpretation.  

Points of view are more accessible to awareness, to feedback from others” (Mezirow, 

2009, p. 92). 

An essential concept in transformative learning, Mezirow (1990) defined 

reflection as the process of critically assessing the content (description), process 

(examination), and premise (questioning) of our endeavors in order to interpret and give 

meaning to an experience. “Critical reflection not only involves the nature and 

consequence of one’s actions but also includes the related circumstances of their 

origins” (Kitchenham, 2008, p. 114).   

Over the past 35 years, Mezirow (1990) has continued to refine his initial theory 

of transformative learning. According to Kitchenham (2008), this has led to a “tighter 

description… [as well as] an expansion of and a more thorough explanation of the 

distinct elements of transformative learning theory” (p. 119). (See Figure 3.5) 

Mezirow (1994) himself elaborated on the importance of critical self-reflection 

and added an additional phase to his original 10 phases model of perspective 

transformation: “renegotiating relationships and negotiating new relationships” (p. 224). 

He further refined his earlier work on critical reflection and articulated a ‘taxonomy of 

critical reflection of and on assumptions’ that involves objective reframing - consideration 

of assumptions, and subjective reframing - consideration of what caused the assumption 

to occur (Kitchenham, 2008; Mezirow, 1998). For Mezirow (1998), critical reflection 

around premises about oneself is a much deeper and complex form of reflection, and 
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constitutes the most significant learning; as it involves transforming a series of meaning 

schemes and leads to a more profound transformation.  Another important elaboration of 

Mezirow’s (2009) theory is around the question of what constitutes a “disorienting 

dilemma” and a broader definition of perspective transformation that may be the result of 

a major event on one’s life, or the cumulative result of related transformations in 

assumptions, belief, or feelings.  

Mezirow (2009) contends, “reasoning is understood as the process of advancing 

and assessing a belief. Transformative learning is an adult dimension of reason 

assessment involving the validation and reformulation of meaning structures” (p. 93). For 

Mezirow (2009), learning to think for oneself involves three major elements: experience, 

critical reflection, and dialectical discourse.  

 

Figure 3.5  Mezirow's (2000) Revised Transformative Learning Theory. 
Source: (Kitchenham, 2008, p. 119)  
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Alternative Conceptions of Transformative Learning 

Since Mezirow (1990) first introduced his definition of the transformative learning 

process in 1978 a number of alternate views of transformative learning theory have 

emerged.  

Edward W. Taylor’s (1997, 2007, 2008; Taylor & Cranton, 2013) critical reviews 

and updates to transformative learning theory provide a clear overview of the scholarly 

research on transformative learning in recent years. Taylor (2007) put forth a 

comprehensive critical review and analysis of the literature on transformative learning 

involving over forty studies published in peer-reviewed journals between 1999 and 2005.  

While Taylor (2007) acknowledged the “predominance of literature, both 

conceptual and empirical, framed within the seminal work on transformative learning 

theory by Jack Mezirow” (p. 173), his review also included several studies theoretically 

framed by alternate conceptions of transformative learning, such as depth psychology, 

critical theory and identity development perspectives. He concluded that the majority of 

available literature “continues to affirm Mezirow's conception of transformative learning… 

however, it has shifted more towards making sense of factors that shape the 

transformative experience and how it can be fostered in practice” (p. 165). Taylor (2007) 

also remarked that little research has been done around identifying transformative 

experiences in different settings. He points out that most of the research has been 

focused on ‘formal’ higher educational environments and stresses the need to explore 

more informal teaching contexts that are “less controlled by the instructor, and more 

susceptible to external influences” (p. 186), such as natural environments. He also notes 

that “the role of culture … continues to be poorly understood” (p. 178) and calls for a 

need to better understand factors that inhibit transformative learning in and out of the 

classroom.  

Taylor (2008) points out that while alternative theoretical conceptions largely “refer 

to similar ideas [they] address factors often overlooked in the dominant [Mezirow’s] theory 

of transformation, such as the role of spirituality, positionality, emancipatory learning, and 

neurobiology” (p. 7). He goes on to suggest that with increasing diversity of theoretical 

perspectives that offer varied interpretation of transformative learning theory, there is an 

exciting potential for more significant implications for practice (Taylor, 2008). 
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Building on Taylor’s (2008) review of the literature, the Academy of Diversity and 

Inclusive Education (ADIE) at Indiana University Southeast (2012) outlined nine 

prominent “stances within Transformative Learning Theory evident in the literature, each 

with its own focus, approach, and purpose” (pp. 4-7): 

1. Cultural-Spiritual (Tisdell, 2003): Focuses on how learners 
construct knowledge; concerned with the connections between 
individuals and social structures (Taylor, 2008, p. 8). 

2. Neurobiological (Janik & Daniel, 2005): Based on the discovery 
that brain structure actually changes during the learning process 
(Taylor, 2008, p. 8). 

3. Phenomenological (Wyandotte and Huh, 2012): Intellectual, 
psychological, and moral dimensions of learning foster personal 
and social change (ADIE, 2012). 

4. Planetary (O'Sullivan,1999, 2004): Recognized the 
interconnectedness among universe, planet, natural environment, 
human community, and personal world (Taylor, 2008, p. 9). 

5. Psychoanalytic (Boyd & Myers, 1988): Originating in the work of 
Sigmund Freud, a process of individuation, a lifelong journey of 
coming to understand oneself (Taylor, 2008, p. 7). 

6. Psycho-critical or Cognitive-Rational (Mezirow, 1997): Aims at 
effecting change in a frame of reference, which develops 
autonomous thinking in adult learners (p. 5). 

7. Psycho-developmental (Baumgartner, 2001; Daloz, 1986): Results 
in epistemological change, change in how we make meaning 
(Taylor, 2008, p. 7). 

8. Race-centric (Johnson-Bailey & Alfred, 2006): Emphasizes the 
social-political dimensions of learning (Taylor, 2008, p. 9). 

9. Social – Emancipatory or Consciousness-Raising (Dirkx, 1998, 
2006; Freire, 1970/1993): Focuses on political liberation and 
freedom from oppression of individuals and groups. 

(ADIE, 2012) 

Notwithstanding the evolution of transformative learning theory since its 

inception, and its wide usage and popularity, it remains a theory in progress with existing 

shortcomings still to be addressed. In the most current thinking on the theory, it is 

argued that the theoretical perspectives do not negotiate the terrain between individual 

and socio-cultural contexts. Taylor and Cranton (2013) call for a more unified theory.  
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They suggest that “rather than holding a dualistic viewpoint of “individual versus social” 

transformative learning, in a more unified theoretical stance we would think about how 

people engage in both ideology critique and individual transformation and how these 

processes complement each other” (Taylor & Cranton, 2012, p. 12). 

Taylor and Cranton (2013) maintain that while the current research has satisfied 

questions related to shaping and fostering transformative learning, there are still gaps in 

the research as applied to theory. They urge that “innovative and interesting 

methodologies be brought back to the field” (p. 44) and that traditional approaches to 

understanding transformative learning must be questioned. One recommendation that 

Taylor and Cranton (2013) make is that research should be focusing on concepts of 

empathy, whether transformation is inherently good, and factors that influence one's 

desire to change. 

Criticism of Transformative Learning Theory 

While transformative learning theory continues to be a popular area of research 

in the field of adult education, the theory is not without its critics. Not many scholars 

would question the significant contribution that Mezirow's (1990) transformative learning 

theory has made to the field of adult education; however, many consider that Mezirow’s 

core concepts of critical reflection, discourse, action, and experience, provide a narrow 

perspective on the theory. Taylor and Cranton (2012) acknowledge “much of the 

research is redundant, with a strong deterministic emphasis on capturing transformative 

learning experiences and replicating transformative learning in various settings, while 

overlooking the need for a more in-depth theoretical analysis” (p. 12).   

Additionally, according to Taylor and Cranton (2013) it should be acknowledged 

that transformative learning theory has strong hegemonic underpinnings of North 

American values and beliefs, and therefore, it cannot be inherently assumed that all core 

constructs of transformative learning theory are immediately applicable to any culture, 

age group, gender, or context. There is a considerable growing consensus amongst 

scholars that transformative learning theory must continue to evolve to more adequately 

account for the context of experience and to allow for other ways of knowing (Merriam, 

2004; Taylor & Cranton, 2012, 2013). 
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One of the most notable critics of transformative learning, Michael Newman 

(2012), supports Kegan’s (2009) assertion that the term 'transformation' has been used 

far too widely and indiscriminately, and that “transformation begins to refer to any kind of 

change or process” (p. 47). Newman (2012) contends that the word transformation has 

been leeched of meaning from overuse, and perhaps may not have been an appropriate 

word choice in the first place. Newman (2012) boldly suggests that the term 

transformative learning be abandoned and replaced with “the straightforward term good 

learning” (p. 37) and goes so far as to claim “transformative learning does not exist” 

(Newman, 2012, p. 38). Newman’s (2012) rationale stems from skepticism that 

Mezirow’s “transformative learning differs from other learning in kind rather than degree” 

(p. 40). He maintains, “any learning effectively done involves reassessment and growth” 

(p. 40) and makes the point that “all learning involves change” (p. 41). 

Despite the limitations of transformative learning theory, and regardless of 

whether one agrees with Mezirow’s conception of transformative learning theory or with 

Newman’s (2012) view that it is simply “good learning”, it still has much to offer and is 

often instrumental in fostering new perspectives in learners. Andrew Kitchenham (2008) 

sums up the impressive impact transformative learning has made on adult education 

when he states “Transformative learning theory has undergone modifications and 

incorporated new constructs as they are debated and tested and will, undoubtedly, 

continue to influence adult learning praxis across many disciplines” (p. 120).   

Implications for the Research 

One of the most powerful tools for fostering transformative learning is providing 

learning experiences that are direct, personally engaging, and that stimulate reflection 

upon experience (Taylor, 2007, p. 182).  

Transformative learning requires a critical analysis of how our assumptions 
shape what we know and experience. The transformative learning process 
is more likely to occur when these assumptions are challenged, such as in 
the presence of Other, whose differences provoke in us new interpretive 
and ethical horizons and draw us to consider new interpretive frameworks 
for understanding. (Peacock, 2013, p. 171) 

Transformative learning theory tries to explain the process of constructing and 

adopting new and revised interpretations of the meaning of one’s experiences and to 

examine its implications for practice (Mezirow, 2012; Taylor, 2008). While Mezirow's 
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(1990) taxonomy of critical reflection of content, process, and premise provides a 

compatible approach to help guide this inquiry, Richard Kiely’s (2005) work offers a more 

current conceptualization of transformative learning within an international learning 

context in Nicaragua. Kiely's (2002, 2004, 2005) longitudinal study of service learning 

examined both forms and processes of transformation. Kiely (2005) redefines Mezirow’s 

10-phase model as a five ‘movements’ process:  

1) contextual border crossing,  

2) dissonance,  

3) personalizing,  

4) processing, and  

5) connecting  

(Kiely, 2005, p. 8). (Refer to Appendix H, Figure H1) 

In addition, Kiely (2004) determined six “transforming forms” within his participants that 

emerged from the research:  

1. The political; expanded sense of social responsibility and 
citizenship that is both local and global. 

2. The moral: develop a relationship of mutual respect and care, and 
sense of solidarity. 

3. The intellectual: question assumptions of the origin, nature and 
solutions to problems. 

4. The cultural: rethink dominant U.S. cultural and social values, 
norms, and rituals; question U.S. global hegemony. 

5. The personal: rethink previous self-concept, lifestyle, 
relationships, and career. 

6. The spiritual: a movement toward deeper (un)conscious 
understanding of self, purpose, society, and greater good. 

(Kiely, 2004, p. 11). (Refer to Appendix H, figure H2)  

An integrated view of transformative learning theory that is inclusive of both form 

and process of transformation aligns well with the analytical framework outlined 

previously; and offers a complementary lens from which to examine and interpret 

students' experience.  
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PLACE 

Educational Travel  

Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrowmindedness, and many of 
our people need it sorely on these accounts. Broad, wholesome, 
charitable views of men and things cannot be acquired by vegetating in 
one little corner of the earth all one’s lifetime.  

(Mark Twain) 

Imagination is a fundamental ingredient of creativity and discovery, initiating the 

vision of what can be from what is; and a path towards that imagined future can include 

personal travel. The principles of experiential learning and transformative learning offer a 

compelling connection between travel and education. “The transformational potential of 

learning opportunities presented through international education programs is powerful” 

(Johnston et al., 2013, p. 51). 

Historical Background 

The world is a great book, of which they that never stir from home read 
only a page. 

(St. Augustine) 

Travel and education have been interconnected for centuries. “Decades of travel, 

centuries of exploration and missionary ventures, and a history of colonialism all reflect 

the human desire to learn about the world” (Tiessen & Huish, 2013, p. 5). 

During the 17th to the 19th centuries, educational travel took the form of a ‘Grand 

Tour’ during which wealthy young aristocratic men ventured across continental Europe 

as a formative and culminating experience in their education (Brodsky-Purges, 1981).  

Americans also have a long history of going abroad to learn, be it formally or through 

backpacking adventures, often focusing on Europe, but increasingly in the Global 

South10 (Tiessen & Huish, 2013). 

                                                 
10 Tiessen & Huish (2013) use the term “Global South” – “to demonstrate that poverty and inequality 
are global phenomena and that the high rates of poverty and inequality in the countries identified 
as medium and low income in the United Nations Human Development Index are linked to wealth, 
waste, and injustice throughout the world. The notion of a Global South also makes evident that 
poverty and inequality exist in high income countries. The term replaces the language of the Third 
World which was popularized in the 1950s and originally used to describe countries that refused to 
align with the United States or Soviet Union at the commencement of the Cold War. The term “Third 
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According to Benham Rennick and Desjardins (2013), educational travel in 

Canada is inextricably linked to our development as a country and therefore Canadian 

culture and values. 

…unlike Americans, Canadians retained their ties to the Old World, and 
found themselves culturally situated somewhere between the United 
States and the founding European nations (Noll 1992, 246). The resulting 
Canadian culture was one that favoured an openness to change, a distrust 
of ruling elites, and a deep concern for questions of diversity and justice. 
(Benham Rennick & Desjardins, 2013, p. 25) 

Epprecht (2004) also notes that the connection between education and travel is strongly 

grounded in a ‘development’ mindset that grew out of “development-oriented work 

[through]…the world-wide expansion of North American Christian missions in the late 

19th century” (p. 689).  

Though increasing throughout the 1900s, the post-secondary institution 

preoccupation with internationalization has largely taken place in the last two decades, 

as is evident in the growth in the number of people going abroad and the broad range of 

programs being offered (Jorgenson & Shultz, 2012). Jorgenson & Shultz (2012) submit 

that global citizenship education “has been suggested as a way in which universities can 

respond to the demand for opportunities to engage in relevant, meaningful activities that 

enhance student’ global perspectives and help them to contribute to a more peaceful 

environmentally secure, and just world” (p. 2). According to Benham Rennick and 

Desjardins (2013) mission statements from universities and colleges across Canada 

“identify institutional objectives aligned with civic duty, global responsibility, and service” 

(p. 28). They contend that these “are inherited from Canada’s Christian past, though 

rarely is that link now explicitly acknowledged by our publicly funded secular institutions” 

(Benham Rennick & Desjardins, 2013, p. 28). 

Despite a growing emphasis on ‘global citizenship’ in education, the concept 

remains elusive, with many differing definitions, and is not without criticism (Benham 

Rennick & Desjardins, 2013; Jorgenson & Shultz, 2012; Tiessen & Huish, 2013). 

Regardless, many scholars assert that an international study experience "provides an 

                                                 
World” eventually was adopted to refer to low income and largely natural-resource dependent or 
under-developed countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Other terms have been adopted by 
scholars to distinguish countries considered to have low incomes including the term less developed 
countries (LDCs) and the South - denoting that most of the low income countries are in the southern 
hemisphere”. (p. 18) 
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immediate and personal experience of an event, place, or issue that cannot be 

duplicated" (Bodger, 1998, p. 3).  “As educators, we are obligated to provide 

experiences that expose our students to the diversity of the world, however 

uncomfortable it may be for them” (Younes & Asay, 2003, p. 141). 

Learners who travel may acquire knowledge and skills that enable their 

understanding of other cultures, and foster effective living in the global community, thus 

preparing them for an increasingly interdependent and interdisciplinary world (Stone & 

Petrick, 2013). The AIFS aims to provide students with the opportunity to be 'educational 

travellers' rather than ‘uninvolved tourists’, venturing to the heart of the Amazon 

Rainforest on a journey of experience and discovery that can be a catalyst for personal 

growth and transformation. 

Place-Based Education  

The modern discovery of inner experience, of a realm of purely personal 
events that are always at the individual’s command and that are his 
exclusively as well as inexpensively for refuge, consolation and thrill is 
also a great and liberating discovery. It implies a new worth and sense of 
dignity in human individuality, a sense that an individual is not a mere 
property of nature, set in place according to a scheme independent of him 
. . . but that he adds something, that he marks a contribution. It is the 
counterpart of what distinguishes modern science, experimental, 
hypothetical; a logic of discovery having therefore opportunity for 
individual temperament, ingenuity, invention. It is the counterpart of 
modern politics, art, religion and industry where individuality is given room 
and movement, in contrast to the ancient scheme of experience, which 
held individuals tightly within a given order subordinated to its structure 
and patterns.  

(John Dewey, 1929, p. 172) 

Under the umbrella of experiential education, Lefebvre’s conception of social 

space and a pedagogy grounded in ‘place’ are compellingly symbiotic as a lens through 

which to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the AIFS experience in the 

context of non-formal contextual learning and inter-cultural engagement. 

In discussing the importance of place-based education, Woodhouse and Knapp 

(2000) assert that in contrast to a belief “that the primary goal of schooling should be to 

prepare students to work and function in a highly technological and consumer-oriented 

society” (p. 4), place-based education is grounded in a vision of education that “should 
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prepare people to live and work to sustain the cultural and ecological integrity of the 

places they inhabit” (p. 4). 

In their survey of the literature on place-based education, Woodhouse and Knapp 

(2000) identified characteristic patterns that make place-based education distinctive: 

• It emerges from the particular attributes of a place. The content is specific to 
the geography, ecology, sociology, politics, and other dynamics of that place. 
This fundamental characteristic establishes the foundation of the concept. 

• It is inherently multidisciplinary. 

• It is inherently experiential. In many programs, this includes a participatory 
action or service-learning component; in fact, some advocates insist that 
action must be a component if ecological and cultural sustainability are to 
result. 

• It is reflective of an educational philosophy that is broader than "learn to earn." 
Economics of place can be an area of study as a curriculum explores local 
industry and sustainability; however, all curricula and programs are designed 
for broader objectives. 

• It connects place with self and community. Because of the ecological lens 
through which place-based curricula are envisioned, these connections are 
pervasive. These curricula include multigenerational and multicultural 
dimensions as they interface with community resources. 

(Woodhouse et al., 2000, pp. 3-4) 

Gruenewald (2003) advocates for a “Critical Pedagogy of Place” that brings 

together two distinct bodies of literature, “critical pedagogy” and “place-based education” 

as “mutually supportive educational traditions” (p. 3).  According to Gruenewald (2003), 

by synthesizing both critical and place-based approaches, a critical pedagogy of place 

holds two objectives: “decolonization” and “reinhabilitation”; and “offers a much needed 

framework for educational theory, research, policy, and practice” (p. 3). In defining a 

critical pedagogy of place, Gruenewald (2003) argues that 

Place-based pedagogies are needed so that the education of citizens might 
have some direct bearing on the wellbeing of the social and ecological 
places people actually inhabit. Critical pedagogies are needed to challenge 
the assumptions, practices, and outcomes taken for granted in dominant 
culture and in conventional education. (p. 3) 
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Gruenewald’s (2003) conception of a critical pedagogy of place 

aims to contribute to the production of educational discourses and practices 
that explicitly examine the place-specific nexus between environment, 
culture, and education. It is a pedagogy linked to cultural and ecological 
politics, a pedagogy informed by an ethic of eco-justice (Bowers, 2001), 
and other socio-ecological traditions that interrogate the intersection 
between cultures and ecosystems. (p. 10) 

As society becomes increasingly urbanized and technologized, many scholars have 

commented on the need to recapture the idea of "listening to the land" and the concept 

of living in harmony with the earth and with each other. John Dewey (1938/1997) wrote 

about experience and nature; Lefebvre (2000) also wrote about our ‘disconnection’ from 

nature as we become more urbanized; more recently, author David Orr (1994/2004) 

calls for a rethinking of education to include eco-literacy; and Richard Louv’s (2011) 

book the Nature Principle, calls on us to embrace the experience of being human in 

connection with the world of nature. Gruenewald & Smith (2008) bring into question 

globalization and a trend toward standardization and ask if they are a good thing in 

education. They deplore the fact that there is little in the literature on the role of 

education in fostering awareness for “the need to take responsibility for mediating the 

impact of globalization on local culture and ecosystems” (p. xiv). 

The Amazon is an omni-present environment, engaging fully the senses of the 

body and the mind. This inherent demand for us to be fully present makes it a powerful 

environment for place-based pedagogy; and can provide a small window into 

understanding other ways of being in connection with nature, that challenge our western 

tradition of thinking of the body as being separate from the mind, of us being separate 

from nature. Wade Davis (2009) wrote about the connection between nature and culture 

for the peoples of the Amazon:  

[They] see the earth as potent, the forest as being alive with spiritual beings 
and ancestral powers. To live off the land is to embrace both its creative 
and destructive potential…. There is no separation between nature and 
culture…. Thus the norms that drive social behavior also define the manner 
in which human beings interact with the wild, the plants and animals, [and] 
the multiple phenomena of the natural world… Everything is related, 
everything connected, a single integrated whole. Mythology infuses land 
and life with meaning, encoding expectations and behaviours essential to 
survival in the forest, anchoring each community, every maloca, to a 
profound spirit of place. (p. 109) 
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The Concept of ‘Learning Space’ 

The world is my university. 
 (Gandhi) 

While most people conceive learning space in terms of the physical learning 

environment, Kolb (1984/2014) presents a much broader and multi-dimensional notion of 

learning space. Inspired by Kurt Lewin’s (1951) conception of ‘life space’, Kolb (2005) 

introduced the experiential learning theory (ELT) concept of learning spaces. 

According to Kolb (1984/2014) “Lewin’s concept of the life space that describes 

subjective experience as a holistic field of forces is the most systematic framework for 

describing experience even to this day” (p. 11). Lewin (1951) explains ‘life space’ as “the 

totality of the situation as the person experiences it at a moment in time” (p. 11). Life 

space “embraces needs, goals, unconscious influences, memories, beliefs, events of a 

political, economic, and social nature, and anything else that might have a direct effect 

on behavior” (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p.199). “Lewin stresses the importance for education of 

defining the learning space in terms of the learner’s experience” (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 

201). Kolb (1984/2014) identified five ‘dimensions’ of learning space that come 

together in the learner’s experience: physical, cultural, institutional, social, and 

psychological. Building on Lewin’s (1951) theory, Kolb (2005) outlined a “framework for 

understanding the interface between student learning styles and the educational learning 

environment” (p. 193).  

The experiential learning theory learning space concept emphasizes that 
learning is not one universal process but a map of learning territories, a 
frame of reference within which many different ways of learning can flourish 
and interrelate. It is a holistic framework that orients the many different 
ways of learning to one another. (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 200) 

In addition to Lewin’s force field theory, Kolb’s experiential learning theory notion 

of learning space was also informed by three other theoretical frameworks: Urie 

Bronfrenbrenner's (1977, 1979) work on the ecology of learning/human development; 

Nonaka and Konno's (1998) theory of knowledge creation; and Lave and Wenger's 

(1991) situated learning theory (Kolb & Kolb, 2005; Kolb, 1984/2014).  
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Situated Learning Theory 

Drawing largely on Vygotsky's (1978) activity theory of social cognition, Lave and 

Wenger (1991) put forward a ‘situated learning theory’ that aims to reformulate our 

conception of social knowledge. For Lave and Wenger (1991) all meaningful learning is 

in situ, which means “it can occur only in the full context of where it is ultimately to be 

applied – usually beyond the classroom, and increasingly beyond language, cultural, and 

geographic borders” (Johnston et al., 2013, p. 48). Situated learning theory makes a 

contribution to ELT learning space concept by “reminding us that learning spaces extend 

beyond the teacher and the classroom” (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 200). “Situations in 

situated learning theory such as life space and learning space are not necessarily 

physical places but constructs of the person's experience in the social environment” 

(Kolb & Kolb, 2005, pp. 199-200).  

The concepts of situated learning and place-based learning in the context of field 

schools ties in holistically to Lefebvre’s (2000) concepts of ‘perceived’ and ‘conceived’ 

space, and the ‘lived’ space of the imagination and meaning, which re-envisions our 

notions of ‘space’ and therefore learning ‘context’, beyond the built environment and in 

terms of the “learner’s experience” (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 201). 

PEOPLE 

Historical perspectives of experiential and international learning remind us 
that the tension between theory and practice has deep roots and often 
reflects very different worldviews regarding the goals and purpose of 
education.  

(Johnston et al., 2013, p. 52) 

Nussbaum's (2006) proposition that an education based on the idea of an 

inclusive global citizenship, and on the possibilities of compassionate imagination, has 

the potential to transcend divisions created by distance, cultural difference, and mistrust; 

and is one of the most exciting tasks we can undertake as educators and citizens. A 

core principle of the AIFS is to encourage a critical and cross-cultural dialogue as a 

strategy for transformation, and for respectful and responsive engagement about 

difference and inequality.  
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Decolonization 

As Mary Gentile (1985) has said “…everyone is someone else’s other” (p. 7).  

Tiessen and Huish (2013) remind us that we must 

…be careful not to treat communities in the Global South as laboratories 
for testing an academic or career choice. We must also be mindful of our 
personal motivations and potentially harmful impacts. Furthermore, our 
awareness of the ethical impacts of international experiential learning must 
also contribute to a transformative learning which is grounded in the 
struggles for equality and justice… and facilitate the creation of ‘authentic 
allies’. (pp. 3-4) 

The AIFS places a particular focus on direct interaction with host communities to 

encourage learners’ development of intellectual and empathic understandings of those 

cultures.  However, it is important to be aware of our own touristic voyeuristic needs and 

how this may be contributing to an objectification of the local communities. In her book 

Decolonizing Methodologies, Linda Smith (2012) comments on the concept of 

authenticity; she denounces that the notion of authentic self has been “politicized by the 

colonized world”, and argues that “at the heart of such a view of authenticity is a belief 

that indigenous cultures cannot change, cannot recreate themselves, and still claim to 

be indigenous.  Nor can they be complicated, internally diverse or contradictory... [and 

that] only the West has that privilege” (p. 77). Tiessen & Huish (2013) stresses that 

“international experiential learning that is carried out without critical reflection and 

ongoing self-analysis has the potential to entrench stereotypes of ‘others’ rather than 

promoting enhanced cross-cultural understanding” (p. 9). The activities undertaken as 

part of the AIFS are designed to encourage ethical awareness through developing 

relational skills such as perspective-taking, that are essential to good ethical reasoning 

and engaging with complex real-world problems that have ethical components. 

It is important for students to understand that education is in itself a form of 

privilege; we are privileged simply by the fact that we are able to travel and experience 

another country, environment, and culture. Bob Pease (2010) in his book Undoing 

Privilege, discusses the complexities and many dimensions of privilege; he writes, “we 

live in an unequal world structured along the rational divisions of class, race, gender, 

sexuality and other social divisions” (p. 3). He also discusses the “invisibility of privilege” 

(p. 6), and that most privilege is not recognized as such by those who have it, what 
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Pease (2010) calls the “privilege of silence” (p. 31). He argues that it is not enough to 

become aware of our own privilege or to bring privilege into our “conscious awareness” 

(p. 22); that we have a responsibility to take initiative in challenging our own and others' 

privilege (p. 30). Pease (2010) calls on those of us who are privileged to adopt “a 

position of moral humility” and “learn to see ourselves as others see us” (p. 32). The 

AIFS strives to form authentic partnerships with the host communities and is grounded in 

the concepts of responsibility, respect, relationship, and reciprocity.  

Social Responsibility & Conservation 

Learn to know, know to love, love to protect. 
(zoosauvage.org) 

Currently, much of the discourse on ‘study abroad’ and international experiential 

learning in higher education is dominated by the notion of graduating global citizens; but 

what this really means continues to be highly contested. 

The overarching motivation of global accords such as the Kyoto Protocol (1997) 

and the Paris Agreement (2015) is a growing recognition that governments and citizens 

of the world have a responsibility to contribute to the future of our planet and its ability to 

sustain life. The point has particularly been made for the need to work in all areas of 

knowledge and at all levels of education (formal and non-formal), with a focus on ideas, 

projects, teaching methodologies, technologies, etc., in order to make current and future 

generations aware of the issues affecting our planet; and to enable and encourage them 

to make informed contributions toward a holistic vision of sustainability. The Amazon 

region houses the greatest biodiversity on the planet; a primary goal of the AIFS is to 

promote a contextual understanding and appreciation of nature, its ecosystems, and 

socio-environmental sustainability, and the need for a sensitive and informed approach 

toward developing a responsible stewardship of our planet.  

Wade Davis (2009), in his book The Wayfinders, writes of the importance of 

rivers for the peoples of the Amazon, not just as routes of communication, but also as 

being “the veins of the earth, the link between the living and the dead, the paths along 

which the ancestors travelled at the beginning of time” (p. 95). The recent Paris 

Agreement and the UN Sustainable Development Goals have sent a strong message 

about the importance of the need to protect the planet’s forests and waterways, preserve 
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cultures and to improve the quality of life for all. Without any doubt, the Amazon River 

Basin has to be seen as one of the most important ecosystems on the planet, and to 

preserve it needs to be seen as a priority.  

The AIFS focuses on integrating a contextual understanding and awareness of 

the Amazon region, its flora and fauna, and its peoples and cultures; integrating 

Indigenous cultural practices such as art, music, and storytelling as well as Indigenous 

ways of knowing about conservation and sustainability into the curriculum. The activities 

undertaken are designed to encourage personal engagement by placing a particular 

focus on sustainability concepts and social responsibility. Invited guest speakers bring a 

strong message; promoting an understanding of socio-ecological systems, challenging 

us to see the world as being interconnected, and suggesting that with technology and 

the internet, we all have the power and the responsibility to be more aware, and to be 

more conscious of the issues that affect us as a global family.  

We have many challenges and changes ahead of us, and future generations will 

need to be equipped with the right tools to contribute and to be leaders of this change. 

Benham Rennick & Desjardins (2013) maintain, “the international perspective gained by 

students who engage in global learning will enable them to better understand and 

engage with these challenges” (p. 14). 

In his book, Bob Pease (2010) discussed the notion of becoming a “world 

traveller” in order to learn about the lives of others and as a metaphor to “describe the 

process of locating ourselves outside our comfort zone and immersing ourselves in other 

worlds where our privileged identities will be challenged” (p. 176). He also references Iris 

Marion Young’s concept of “asymmetrical reciprocity”, challenging the notion “that we 

can fully understand the experiences of others by imagining ourselves in their place [as 

being simply] a projection of our own perspectives on to others [thus] obscuring the 

differences between us” (Young as cited in Pease p. 178). Elizabeth Ellsworth (1989) 

advocates for coalition-building that is defined not only in terms of what is shared, but 

also in terms of what is not shared, as a position for greater perspectives. She points out 

“there are partial narratives that some social groups or cultures have and others can 

never know” (p. 319); and she suggests that we see differences as strengths and as “an 

opportunity to build a kind of social and educational interdependency” as a force for 

change (p. 319). 
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The Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School offers the opportunity to be actively 

engaged with the “place” and its “people” as a way to examine one’s relationship with 

the unfamiliar; to move from the abstract and hopefully build a contextual understanding 

of what it means to be a global citizen. The AIFS aims to enable students to develop 

personally as well as intellectually, to allow for opportunities to forge new collegial 

relationships, to participate in a multitude of interdisciplinary and cultural experiences, to 

enhance their understanding and appreciation of other societies and cultures, and to 

hopefully bring to their studies a renewed depth, purpose, and global perspective.  

Learning Objectives 

Although conceptualizations of learning have changed over the centuries, 
certain features have endured, including the critical role of reflection and 
metacognition, the value of both theory and practice, the motivation 
afforded by working with real problems and projects, and the importance 
of intentionally supporting all aspects of the learning environment.  

(Johnston et al., 2013, p. 52)  

The basic tenets above underpin the objectives of the Amazon Interdisciplinary 

Field School. The AIFS provides an excellent opportunity for deep learning to take place, 

and the Amazon context provides an exceptional environment to explore learning within 

non-traditional paradigms, and for the possibility of mutual exchange beyond the 

parameters of the course delivery.  

For the purpose of this study, I define learning as the academic and social 

activities that students are engaged in, both intended and incidental.11  

Consistent with the analytical framework presented earlier, the learning 

objectives and essential knowledge development12 for the AIFS are organized under 

three domains: cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal. (See Figure 3.6) 

                                                 
11 “Intentional learning has been referred to as "formal learning [that] is typically institutionally 
sponsored, class room based, and highly structured”…. In contrast to intentional or formal learning, 
incidental learning is "defined as a byproduct of some other activity, such as task accomplishment, 
interpersonal interaction, sensing the organizational structure, trial-and-error experimentation, or 
even formal learning” (Marsick and Watkins as cited in Younes & Asay, 2003, p. 142). 

12 Refer to Appendix I for detailed definitions of the AIFS learning objectives and essential 
knowledge development.  
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Figure 3.6  AIFS Student Development Outcomes Model 
Interpretation from Baxter Magolda & King (2005), Braskamp, Elliot, Rybalkina, Shea, & Songco, 
(2010), and Kegan (1994)  

As discussed in Chapter 1, field schools and short-term study abroad programs 

tend to be mostly discipline specific, and current discussions of learning outcomes of 

those programs are largely focused on singular aspects of learning, thus considerations 

of the impact on student’s lives beyond the academic experience seem to be largely 

ignored. 

[By] attending to experience through inquiry into [the] commonplaces… [of] 
temporality, sociality, and place… inquirers are able to study the complexity 
of the relational composition of people’s lived experiences both inside and 
outside of an inquiry and, as well, imagine the future possibilities of these 
lives. (Clandinin & Huber, 2010, p. 436) 

While the examination of the formal learning outcomes of the course is not 

explicitly the focus of this study, the AIFS offers a unique lens through which to explore 

‘incidental’ learning, and the peripheral aspects of the field school experience that can 
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offer insights into how participation in field school programs can affects students’ 

broader development, and better prepare learners for the rapidly evolving realities of the 

21st century. 

POSSIBILITIES 

If facts are the seeds that later produce knowledge and wisdom, then the 
emotions and the impressions of the senses are the fertile soil in which 
the seeds must grow.  

(Rachel Carson) 

The Amazon Rainforest and the people who live there have much to teach, and 

can offer us a broader understanding of being in and looking at the world that we share; 

different perspectives on creativity, culture, sustainability, philosophy, spirituality, 

environmental design, and community development. The curriculum for the AIFS strives 

to integrate artistic, Indigenous, and interdisciplinary scholarship; and as part of the field 

school experience, students engage in creative, cultural, and immersive activities. They 

have the opportunity to interact with the people of the region, shamans, forest and river 

guides, experts in the fields of conservation and sustainability, local crafts persons, etc.; 

to become familiar with various expressive modalities of the Amazon region, and to 

explore the application of those modalities in an integrative learning environment.  

The Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School (AIFS) aims to create an environment 

in which students are encouraged to push the limits of their understanding, to venture 

outside their comfort zones, and to overcome their own perceptions of themselves and 

discover their place in the world in a broader context. 

How does this all play out for the students who have participated in the Amazon 

Interdisciplinary Field School? How does the conceived and the perceived connect to the 

lived experience of the students? In other words, does the theory and practice of 

experiential learning within a non-formal and cross-cultural context as implemented in 

the AIFS, yield the intended and intentional outcomes? What is the unintended or 

incidental learning that takes place? How does the structure and theoretical nature of the 

field school impact the student experience or provide for possible contextually grounded 

transformative learning? 
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This inquiry sought to better understand the dynamics and productive forces of 

the field school experience by exploring these underlying questions and 

comprehensively documenting participants’ perspectives on their educational and 

personal experiences of the AIFS. 

Looking at the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School from a Lefebvrian relational 

perspective allowed for a multi-dimensional exploration of the central research question 

in order to gain insights into how participation in field school programs affects students’ 

learning and development, and in what ways these experiences can contribute to a full-

spectrum, purposeful, and meaningful education. 

The next chapter provides a detailed account of the research methodology 

undertaken for the study including strategies, procedures, as wells as data collection 

methods employed. The following chapters present the research text as a detailed 

narrative of the various perspectives, experiences, and stories as shared by the 

participants.  



61 

  
 
Methodology 

Chapter 4 presents a comprehensive overview of the methodological approach, 

strategies, procedures, and methods employed for the study. This includes an 

explanation of the data collection methods and instrument design, as well as the process 

undertaken to organize and analyze the findings, and ensure data credibility and validity.  

This study focuses on student experience of the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field 

School (AIFS) offered by Kwantlen Polytechnic University (KPU). The goal of the 

research was to give participants a voice and a role in documenting their experience of 

the AIFS, and to present the findings in a comprehensive, nuanced way; and ultimately 

to answer the research question: what are the students’ perspectives on their experience 

of the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School, and how can they be described?  

As discussed in the previous chapter, a framework for the study was developed 

through my own interpretation of Henri Lefebvre's (1974/1991) triad of social space to 

conceptualize the field school in terms of ‘life spaces’ (refer to Chapter 3, figure 3.2); this 

provided the grounding work for the study. As a tool for inquiry and analysis, the 

framework provided a multifaceted way to envision the field school and supported a rich 

and insightful exploration of the conceived (ideological), perceived (interpersonal), and 

the lived (intrapersonal) dimensions of the field school experience. The framework 

represents each of the dimensions in conscious transactional relationships, and holds 

them in a synchronistic triplicity that transcends Cartesian binary opposition. The 

framework brings together Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) conceptual triad of social space with 

the philosophical concept of experiential education, place-based learning, and 

transformative learning theory. Consistent with exploratory research design, these 

perspectives provided a starting point for the study; they contributed to the framework, 

helped shape and guide the research, aided in the analysis of the phenomenon being 

explored, and provided an effective tool to parse and organize the participants’ 

commentaries. 
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Research Design, Process and Procedures  

…a Deweyian view in which experience ‘‘is understood as the continuous 
interaction of human thought with our personal, social, and material 
environment’’ … shapes ‘‘the kinds of questions asked and methods 
employed’’…across methodologies. This understanding of experience 
also shapes ways in which the inquiry is both lived through and 
subsequently shared with a broader audience. 

(Clandinin & Huber, 2010, p. 440) 

Recruitment Procedure 

Participants for the research were drawn from a potential forty-three (43) current 

and former KPU students who participated in and completed the Amazon 

Interdisciplinary Field School (AIFS) between 2013 and 2015. The choice of cohort was 

based on the timing of REB approvals; at the time, only three sessions of the AIFS had 

been offered.  

All alumni of the AIFS were invited to a social gathering I organized, that took 

place at KPU Surrey campus on September 14, 2016. The invitation to the event let 

alumni know that I would be presenting information regarding my study during the 

evening. It was made clear that all alumni were welcome to attend the event, even if they 

did not wish to participate in the study. The invitation also let alumni know that if they 

were unable to attend the event but were interested in participating in the study, they 

could do so by contacting me directly. (See Appendix A - Figures A1, A2, A3). 

At the gathering, detailed information about the study was presented (refer to 

Appendix A - Figure A4. Invitation to Participate Script and Figure A5. Invitation to 

Participate Handout). The Informed Consent Form was handed out and explained to 

those who expressed interest in participating. Everyone had an opportunity to ask 

questions before agreeing to participate. Consent forms and the required release forms 

were collected from everyone who agreed to participate in the study.   

For anyone who contacted me directly following the event, I provided detailed 

information about the study; I explained the Informed Consent Form and answered any 

questions they had before they agreed to participate.   
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Participants were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time 

without giving any reason whatsoever, and with no consequences. Because of the many 

sources of data being collected, participants were able to choose to partake in one or all 

of the four different types of data collection (Refer to Instrument Design and Data 

Collection). (Also refer to Appendix A for more detailed information about the recruitment 

procedure of research participants, and Appendix C for Informed Consent Form). 

Research Participants 

In total 22 alumni of the AIFS agreed to participate in all or part of the study. All 

22 research respondents are Canadian citizens. The majority of the research 

participants were under the age of 30, with just over two-thirds of the respondents self-

identifying as female, and the other third as male. Research respondents represent a 

variety of academic disciplines from the School of Design, the School of Business, and 

with the majority of respondents from the Faculty of Arts. 

Appendix D provides a fuller picture of the research participants and presents 

respondents’ background information (i.e. age, gender, level of experience, etc.). The 

information is synthesized and presented in a visual format to make it more 

understandable. 

Ethical Considerations  

…once a story is told, it cannot be called back. Once told, it is loose in the 
world. So you have to be careful with the stories that you tell. And you 
have to watch out for the stories that you are told.  

(King, in Clandinin 2006, p. 44) 

The research did not formally commence until ethics approval was granted by 

both KPU and SFU Research Ethics Boards (REB) in summer 2016. The study was 

conducted during fall 2016, spring and summer 2017.  

I was acutely aware that since I am the faculty leader who has developed and 

taught the AIFS, and as the principal investigator on the research, participants may feel 

a perceived degree of obligation to participate in the study, even though I was not 

teaching any of the participants at the time of the study. The recruitment process of 
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participants made it explicitly clear that participation in the study was entirely voluntary 

and that should they choose to decline to participate in any part of the research, it would 

in no way have negative consequences for them, nor would it impact their education or 

status in their courses at KPU, or their relationship with me or anyone else associated 

with the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School. This was also clearly stated on the 

informed consent form (see to Appendix C - Informed Consent Form). 

I am also aware that there is potential for the perception that I may have a bias 

toward finding evidence of the success of the AIFS. It was explicitly communicated to 

participants that it is not the intent of this study to assess, evaluate or to prove the value 

of the AIFS, but rather to give them a voice and a role in documenting their AIFS 

experiences.   

The nature of this study and the methodology employed, distinguish the 

institution and the specific program under investigation, thereby identifying it to the 

reader. Nevertheless, every effort was made to reduce the risk of participants being 

indirectly identified. Participants were assured that their identity would be kept 

confidential and secured; to protect their identity, participants are not identified by their 

name in the dissertation. Any photographs or visual materials that illustrate 

distinguishable likeness and potentially disclose their identity are not included without 

explicit and signed consent from the participant(s). (Refer to Appendix B for more on 

ethical considerations including anonymity and confidentiality).   

Assumptions, Limitations and Delimitations   

Assumptions  

Assumptions are underlying aspects of the study the researcher takes for 

granted or believes to be true (Ellis & Levy, 2009). During the study, several 

assumptions were considered, starting with the assumptions that the AIFS provides 

opportunity for meaningful learning experiences, and that the number of study 

participants provides a representative sample of the AIFS alumni and of student’s 

perspectives of the AIFS experience. I also assumed that participants in the study 

responded to the questions honestly and to the best of their ability. Participants were 

assured that their identities and responses were kept confidential and secure, therefore 

making it more likely that they would respond honestly. Additionally, I assumed that 
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participant’s responses during the interview and focus group were not directly influenced 

by my presence and/or interaction with them, nor did my relationship with participants 

influence or bias their responses. 

Limitations of the Study 

Limitations are circumstances of the study which are largely beyond the 

researcher’s control or that the researcher has no influence over (Ellis & Levy, 2009).   

Each type of data collection has inherent limitations related to the expertise and 

skills of the researcher as well as their comfort level with the various types of data 

collection methods (Creswell, 2014). Analysis and interpretation of findings might 

indirectly be filtered through the views of the researcher, and in particular, visual material 

present challenges, relying heavily on the expertise of the researcher’s level of ability 

with various mediums (Creswell, 2014). As the sole researcher conducting the study, 

analysis and interpretation of the findings may indirectly exhibit my own bias and are 

limited by my skills as a researcher.  

I acknowledge the limitation of relying on participants’ recollection and the 

limitation of collecting data by self-reporting, in that it only tells the story from that 

person’s vantage point, their point of view at the time of the telling. Generally, it could be 

expected that those who consider the AIFS a positive experience would be more likely to 

volunteer their time to participate in the study, than those who may consider the 

experience as negative or of no value, and who would offer a dissenting voice. 

As a teacher of the AIFS, it is difficult to account for the subjectivity of responses, 

and to control how my presence or my relationship with participants may have influenced 

or biased their responses during the interview or focus group. 

According to Creswell (2014) the specificity of the study context and defined 

participants, limit the extent to which the results can be generalized.  

Delimitations of the Study 

Delimitations are those constructs that are chosen by the researcher to limit the 

scope of the study and define the parameters of the investigation (Ellis & Levy, 2009). 
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The study participant pool was delimited to three cohorts (the number of cohorts 

that had participated in the AIFS at the time the study was being conducted), in total 

forty-three students, who participated in and completed the Amazon Interdisciplinary 

Field School (AIFS alumni) in spring 2013, 2014, and 2015. 

It is not the intent of this study to assess or prove the value or success of the 

AIFS; or to produce empirically verifiable results or articulate theoretical pronunciations.  

Methodological Approach and Strategies 

…among the methods I would recommend is the intensive, penetrating 
look with an imagination as lively and as sociological as it can be made.  
One of my basic assumptions is that if one quite clearly sees something 
happen once, it is almost certain to have happened again and again. The 
burden of proof is on those who claim a thing once seen is an exception; 
if they look hard, they may find it everywhere, although with some 
interesting differences in each case.  

(E. C. Hughes, 1984, p. xviii-xix) 

Creswell (2014) proposes a mixed method approach using both “open- and 

closed-ended questions, …both predetermined and emerging methods, …and both 

quantitative and qualitative data and analysis” (pp. 14-17). 

This inquiry was based on a mixed methods approach (Creswell, 2014), however 

it draws primarily from data collected through qualitative methods, which included a post-

pre survey/questionnaire13 incorporating both scaled and qualitative items, one-on-one 

semi-structured interviews, focus group sessions incorporating creative inquiry method, 

and a review of archival course material.  

The exploratory design of the AIFS study was an interpretive, iterative, and 

elaborative process with a focus on establishing a comprehensive set of themes related 

                                                 
13 The ‘post-pre’ design, sometimes referred to ‘retrospective pre-test’ or ‘post-then-pre’ design, 
queries participants at a specific point in time, with the aim to capture how participants perceive the 
changes they have made in knowledge, skills, attitudes or behavior. Participant are asked to first 
report present perspectives, i.e. ‘post’, and then rate how they perceived these same perspectives 
just before taking the program, i.e. ‘then pre’ (Colosi & Dunifon, 2006). “The retrospective pretest 
at the end of the program is more accurate because it's answered in the same frame of reference 
as the post-test. Thus, the problem of what's called "response-shift bias" in self-report, pre-post 
designs is minimized” (Rockwell & Kohn, 1989). 
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to participants’ perspectives of their experiences. The objective was to uncover 

connections where they exist, and then to probe for deeper information.   

Using mixed methods by collecting both forms of data, qualitative and 

quantitative information, helped provide a broader viewpoint for analysis and for 

insightful exploration of the impact of the field school experience on adult learners.  

A Narrative View of Experience 

What use is a book without pictures and conversations, what use is 
research without image and story? … Seeing is a way of being in relation 
with people, nature, and self.  

(Bach, 2007, p. 281) 

Consistent with a narrative14 view of experience, the primary focus of this inquiry 

was to ask participants to tell their stories; eliciting stories15 as a way to inquire and 

understand the experience of participants, and employing various research strategies, 

approaches, and methods, to collect and analyze spoken, written, and visual materials 

about their experience in order to present a narrative that is engaging and reflective of 

their voices. 

The use of narrative in research is generally regarded as a subtype of qualitative 

research methodology, commonly referred to as a method for collecting, analyzing and 

understanding stories lived and told, and for writing narratives of experience (Chase, 

2011; Creswell, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Riessman, 2008). 

In the introduction of the Handbook of Qualitative Research, Denzin and Lincoln 

(2011), present a generic definition of qualitative research as  

…a situated activity that locates the observer in the world…  [consisting] of 
a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These 
practices …turn the world into a series of representations, including field 
notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to 

                                                 
14 “The term narrative has become tremendously widespread and the idea that every individual, 
family, organization and group “has their narrative” is common knowledge” (Spector-Mersel, 2010, 
p. 205). 
15 While some scholars make the distinction between the terms ‘narrative’ and ‘story’, they are often 
used interchangeably in contemporary academic writing (Riessman, 2008; Spector-Mersel, 2010). 
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the self.  Qualitative researchers [attempt] to make sense of or interpret 
phenomena in terms of the meaning people bring to them. (p. 3) 

Thus, as Pinnegar and Daynes point out, “qualitative researchers are interested not in 

prediction and control but in understanding” (2007, p. 4).  

According to Spector-Mersel (2010), what makes narrative method distinct from 

other types of qualitative inquiry is a focus on ‘stories’ (p. 213). In the opening chapter of 

the Handbook of Narrative Inquiry, Pinnegar & Daynes (2007) state: 

What narrative researchers hold in common is the study of stories or 
narratives or descriptions of a series of events. These researchers usually 
embrace the assumption that the story is one if not the fundamental unit 
that accounts for human experience. (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007, p. 3)  

The concept of using narrative in social sciences research is not new, often 

referred to as the ‘narrative turn’ rooted in ‘modernist’, ‘postmodern’, and ‘constructionist’ 

paradigms (Chase, 2011; Clandinin, 2006; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Riessman, 

2008). However, narrative research seems to transcend a single methodological 

definition or approach.  

Beginning in the late 1960s and continuing at a hectic pace, the idea of 
narrative has penetrated almost every discipline and school. No longer the 
sole province of literary scholarship, narrative study now cross-disciplinary, 
not fitting within the boundaries of any single scholarly field. (Clandinin & 
Rosiek, 2007, p. 36) 

As stated by Riessman (2008) “the term ‘narrative’ carries many meanings and is used 

in a variety of ways by different disciplines, often synonymously with ‘story’ (p. 3)”. 

Although there are some disagreements amongst scholars as to the precise definition or 

origin of narrative research in the social sciences, most social researchers agree with 

the assertion by Connelly & Clandinin (2006) that 

People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as 
they interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story… is a portal through 
which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the world 
is interpreted and made personally meaningful. (p. 375) 

In developing their ‘narrative view of experience’, Connelly and Clandinin (2006) drew on 

Dewey’s theory of experience, asserting 

The main claim for the use of narrative in educational research is that 
humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and socially, lead 
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storied lives. …This general notion translates into the view that education 
is the construction and reconstruction of personal and social stories; 
teachers and learners are storytellers and characters in their own and 
other's stories. (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 2)  

They go on to say 

It is equally correct to say "inquiry into narrative" as it is "narrative inquiry." 
By this we mean that narrative is both phenomenon and method. Narrative 
names the structured quality of experience to be studied, and it names the 
pattern of inquiry for its study… To preserve this distinction, we use the 
reasonably well-established device of calling the phenomenon "story" and 
the inquiry "narrative". Thus, we say that people by nature lead storied lives 
and tell stories of those lives, whereas narrative researchers describe such 
lives, collect and tell stories of them, and write narratives of experience. 
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 2)  

Guiding Questions 

According to the US National Research Council (2002), three questions are 

appropriate to guide investigation: What is happening? (description); Why is it 

happening? (cause); and How is it happening? (process or mechanism). These 

questions provided the fundamental structure and approach of the inquiry. Consistent 

with this line of questioning and enlisting the “What? So What? and Now What?” model 

developed by the Campus Opportunity Outreach League [COOL] (2016) and adapted 

from Kolb’s (1984/2014) experiential learning cycle of action and reflection, data 

collection was structured according to the following guiding questions: 

Description: What is happening / happened? (before, during, after) 

Analysis: How & why is it happening /happened? (process and cause) 

Articulation: Why does this matter, or why is it significant? 

This approach focused on eliciting responses beyond reporting and superficial 

interpretations and asked participants to describe, analyze, and articulate what 

contributed to, or detracted from the AIFS experience, and why; and the roles that they 

themselves played in that situation.  
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Furthermore, probing from both the academic16 and personal17 perspectives, the 

questions were designed to address all three synchronic dimensions of the experiential 

triad, the conceived, perceived and lived, as well as the continuum of the experience 

(before, during and after). 

Instrument Design and Data Collection 

The data collection methods were comprised primarily of qualitative instruments, 

which included a post-pre survey/questionnaire that incorporated both scaled and 

qualitative items, one-on-one semi-structured interviews, and focus group sessions 

integrating creative inquiry methods. In addition, archival material such as course 

syllabus and students’ projects, including blog postings and critical reflections were 

reviewed. A detailed study protocol for each type of data collection and for recording 

information was developed as part of the research design proposal. 

The online survey/questionnaire provided an overview of the participants’ 

perspectives on their experience as well as useful quantitative data. The interviews and 

the focus groups offered additional information and themes that expanded my 

understanding of the initial survey data. The interviews took place after all the 

respondents had completed the initial online survey; this gave the respondents an 

opportunity to reflect on their experience unencumbered from any interactions with peers 

or with me. The focus groups then took place after the interviews; this also served as a 

form of triangulation to see if the various perspectives obtained from the survey and from 

the interviews were supported and valid. Archival course material served to further 

elucidate the linkages among these emerging themes and helped to identify any 

significant correlations.  

As the primary researcher on the project, I was responsible for collecting detailed 

information using a variety of data collection strategies, including handwritten notes, 

                                                 
16 Academic perspectives: Students were asked questions about their experiences relative to 
specific course concepts, and to comment on similarities and differences between theory 
(conceived) and practice (perceived and lived). 
17 Personal perspectives: students were asked to comment on their feelings, beliefs, motivations, 
goals, needs, attitude, etc… (lived experience). In addition, students were asked to analyze the 
sources and significance of assumptions and/or interpretations regarding their experiences, as well 
as decisions made and actions taken. 
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audio recordings, photographs, and/or video recordings, etc., as well as examining all 

documents and interpreting the findings. 

Information was collected and analyzed concurrently throughout the project to 

identify meaningful themes and patterns. (See Data Analysis) 

Instruments 

The data collection methods included the following instruments:  

Survey /Questionnaire 

Since alumni of the AIFS program had already travelled to the Amazon and 

completed the program, data was collected through post-pre surveys/questionnaires, 

which incorporated both scaled and qualitative items. Consistent with the study’s 

analytical framework, the questions were designed to elicit respondents’ perspectives 

related to their conceived, perceived, and lived experiences of the AIFS.  

The scaled survey questions used a five-point Likert scale18 and were focused on 

whether or not, and to what extent, the AIFS coursework is considered by participants to 

be impactful, and reflects the development of competencies as conceived according to 

the course syllabus. In addition to collecting basic personal information such as 

background, goals, and education history, qualitative survey items (questionnaire) asked 

respondents to reflect and comment on several aspects before and after taking part in 

the AIFS. (Refer to Appendix E) 

The questions were developed through an iterative process. Before administering 

the online survey/questionnaire to participants, I first pilot tested it with a colleague who 

had also travelled to the Amazon as part of the AIFS, as well as with my senior 

supervisor. Once I received some feedback and made appropriate edits, I prepared the 

survey instrument for online distribution. The online survey/questionnaire was conducted 

through a self-administered, web-based survey application hosted by SFU. SFU 

                                                 
18 The Likert scale is named after its creator, organizational psychologist Rensis Likert, who 
developed it in 1932. A Likert scale is a commonly used psychometric scale in survey research to 
gauge attitudes, values, and opinions. Likert scales are typically five, seven, or nine-point 
agreement scales that offer a range of responses from one extreme attitude to another, such as 
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, and include a moderate or neutral midpoint.  
(https://www.questionpro.com/article/likert-scale-survey-questions.html?) 
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WebSurvey is an online survey application that has a history of providing reliable, secure 

surveys for research purposes. Participants completed the survey/questionnaire on their 

own from a personal computer of their choosing, and at a time and place of their 

convenience.  

The responses were tracked in order to calculate if a sufficient sample had 

responded. The survey opened on October 16, 2016; following an initial time of two 

weeks a reminder about the survey and a second request to participate was sent out to 

those who had not responded. The survey closed on December 31, 2016. All 22 

research participants completed the survey/questionnaire. Data from the 

survey/questionnaire was then imported into statistical software for analysis.  

(Full Survey/Questionnaire is available in Appendix E) 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Once participants had completed the online survey/questionnaire, they were 

invited to a one-on-one interview of approximately one hour, at a time and location of 

their choosing.  

The intent of the interviews was to provide a more in depth picture of participants’ 

experiences by probing further into their motivation for taking part in the AIFS, stories of 

their experiences, learning, and specific impact or changes they have made in their lives 

after participating in the AIFS. Open-ended questions were developed in the interview 

protocol with the intention of achieving a thorough understanding of how the participants 

see their experiences, particularly through the lens of the conceived, perceived, and 

lived dimensions of the field school experience. The questions were organized according 

to the analytical framework developed for the study. The interviews served to enhance 

accuracy, credibility, and depth of findings from the survey/questionnaire. (Refer to 

Appendix F for the full interview protocol). 

The Interview questions were shared ahead of time with each interviewee so that 

they would have some time to prepare thoughtful responses, should they wish. Prior to 

commencing the interview, I reviewed the purpose of the study and asked the 

interviewee if they had any questions or concerns about the study to date. I explained 

that it was a semi-structured interview and that interviewees were encouraged to add to 
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the questions and/or thoughts. I tried to limit my voice to asking the questions and only 

occasionally prompting for more information as the interview proceeded.  

With the participant’s permission, the interview was audio recorded, then 

transcribed and prepared for analysis. In total, 20 participants were interviewed in 

person, or by Skype or telephone. In order to protect participants’ privacy, acceptable 

locations for the interviews were limited to private spaces; public spaces such as a 

coffee shop were not considered acceptable places to conduct the interviews.   

Focus Group 

Following the face-to face interviews, participants were then invited to take part in 

a focus group session for a maximum time of 2 1/2 hours. The focus group consisted of 

semi-structured activities that incorporated photo-elicitation19 as a creative inquiry 

process designed to elicit and explore participants’ perspectives of their experience of 

the AIFS. (Refer to Appendix G - Focus Group) 

Each participant was asked to bring to the focus group one image/photograph 

that captures the AIFS experience for him or her. The photographs provided a point of 

departure for the focus group discussion; using their photographs as memory prompters 

for reflection, participants were asked to share the ‘story’ of their photograph. The intent 

was for participants to tell a story and focus on reflective meaning making. Participants 

were encouraged to translate their own experiences from their own memories and 

perceptions, and not to be too concerned by objective reality, but rather to search for a 

kind of emotional truth. 

                                                 
19 Photo Elicitation: As method of data collection, photo elicitation is based on the simple idea of 
inserting photograph(s) into the research process (Knowles & Cole, 2008). As Harper (2002) 
describes it, the procedure involves asking people to reflect on an image/photograph, and then 
looking at and discussing the image(s) collectively. Harper (2002) argues that photo elicitation may 
add validity and reliability to a study. He contends “photo elicitation is not simply an interview 
process that elicits more information, but rather one that evokes a different kind of information” (p. 
13). He explains “the difference between interviews using images and text, and interviews using 
words alone lies in the ways we respond to these two forms of symbolic representation” (Harper, 
2002, p. 13). According to Harper (2002), the concreteness of photographs has the potential to 
connect to memories of an event at a deeper level than words. 
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In addition, participants were given the option to provide a ‘double entry 

journal’20. Using their journal as a memory prompter for reflection, participants were 

asked to select a passage in their journal that speaks to them and write a reflection on 

the original entry based on their current understanding of what their experience of the 

AIFS means to them. They were given the choice to do this at the conclusion of the 

focus group or on their own, should they chose to do so. Six participants provided a 

‘double entry journal’. 

Because of the potential size of the group, it was decided to conduct two 

separate focus group sessions that took place at KPU Richmond in January 2017.  

Participants were given the choice of which day and time suited them best. In total, 13 

people took part in the focus groups.   

Given the nature of the interactions (informal discussions), for the purpose of 

accuracy of record keeping and contextual understanding of the information, the focus 

groups were audio/video recorded; however, no observational data was collected from 

the focus groups. Consistent with qualitative data analysis methods, all of the materials 

generated during the focus groups were then reviewed and coded for themes. 

The focus groups provided the opportunity to engage participants in creative as 

well as interactive activities, designed to probe participants further on their experience of 

the AIFS by asking ‘why’, and urging them to connect to their memories at a deeper 

level. The focus group open and candid discussions allowed for a wide range of 

perspectives to emerge, adding to the richness of the data collected and consistent with 

exploratory research, revealing new concepts and unanticipated information. 

Participants who were unable to attend the focus group in person were given the 

option to participate via Skype or other video conferencing means. Participants who 

were unable to participate in either of the focus groups had an opportunity to provide 

input and/or any other material / information directly to me that they thought was 

pertinent to the study.  

                                                 
20 Double-entry journal is a learning strategy that enables “students to record their reactions, 
interpretations, or other responses to text segments/features they have selected” 
(https://www.researchgate.net). In effect, they are talking back to the author or, in some cases, to 
themselves (Hughes, Kooy, & Kanevsky, 1997).  
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Course-Related Archival Material 

While the emphasis of the study was on the surveys, interviews and focus 

groups, course-related archival material was also included as part of the larger data 

pool. This data was collected from sources such as course syllabus, archived course-

related projects and deliverables, including written and visual materials such as journals, 

blogs postings and reflection papers; as well as other non-private communication and 

testimonials that were shared within the AIFS context, and material that has been made 

public (such as Facebook posts). With participants’ consent, the material was accessed 

through KPU course archives, and/or provided by the participants. Consent to access 

course-related material was made explicit on the Informed Consent Form. (Refer to 

Appendix C - Informed Consent Form) 

Data Analysis & Interpretation 

Both quantitative and qualitative analysis was conducted on the information 

gathered from the inquiry. Data was collected and analyzed concurrently throughout the 

study to identify meaningful trends and patterns.  

The analytical framework based on Lefebvre’s conceptual triad of social space 

outlined in Chapter 3, provided a way of thinking about the field school experience, 

guided the inquiry, and aided in the analysis of the phenomenon being explored. The 

framework provided a structure for looking at the interrelationship and the productive 

forces of the conceived, the perceived, and the lived experiential dimensions of the field 

school experience. Not necessarily considering them as separate containers into which 

all data had to fit, the key was to extract complex and multifaceted stories of experience 

that would later become the research text. In addition to supporting the exploration of the 

personal, social, and contextual aspects of the experience, the framework also allowed 

for the consideration of the temporal (past, present, and future) ‘moments’ of the field 

school experience. 

Quantitative Analysis 

Once all the respondents had completed the online survey/questionnaire, the 

data was exported from SFU WebSurvey to Microsoft Excel®, in order to better interpret 

the information collected. Data visualization features inside Excel® were used to more 
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fully analyze the quantitative data, looking at averages, distributions, and percentages.  

Text responses from the survey/questionnaire were analyzed in conjunction with other 

qualitative data collected from the inquiry. I reviewed the results of selected survey 

questions in relation to other questions to identify any variances and/or correlations. 

Cross tabulation and further analysis was done to see if there were any associations that 

could be identified and to discover whether significant changes occurred for the 

participants from before (pre) to after (post) taking part in the AIFS experience. The 

information was synthesized into visual representations in order to make it more 

understandable. 

Qualitative Analysis 

Qualitative analysis was conducted by reviewing the answers participants had 

provided to the study questions as well as archival course material. NVivo qualitative 

computer data analysis software was used to assist in organizing, sorting, and analyzing 

the information collected.  

Tesch’s eight steps in the coding process were helpful to guide the formulation of 

data themes:  

1. Get a sense of the whole. Read all the transcriptions carefully. 
Perhaps jot down some ideas as they come to mind as you read. 

2. Pick one document (i.e., one interview)-the most interesting one, 
the shortest, the one on the top of the pile. Go through it, asking 
yourself, 'What is this about?' Do not think about the substance of 
the information but its underlying meaning. Write thoughts in the 
margin. 

3. When you have completed this task for several participants, make 
a list of all topics. Cluster together similar topics. Form these 
topics into columns, perhaps arrayed as major, unique, and 
leftover topics.  

4. Now take this list and go back to your data. Abbreviate the topics 
as codes and write the codes next to the appropriate segments of 
the text. Try this preliminary organizing scheme to see if new 
categories and codes emerge. 

5. Find the most descriptive wording for your topics and turn them 
into categories. Look for ways of reducing your total list of 
categories by grouping topics that relate to each other. Perhaps 
draw lines between your categories to show interrelationships. 
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6. Make a final decision on the abbreviation for each category and 
alphabetize these codes. 

7. Assemble the data material belonging to each category in one 
place and perform a preliminary analysis. 

8. If necessary, recode your existing data.  

(Creswell, 2014, p. 198)  

Following Tesch’s eight steps procedure, as the iterative process of the analysis 

progressed, I meticulously reviewed all the information gathered in order to identify 

emergent themes in the data. This involved carefully reviewing the text responses from 

the survey/questionnaire, listening to the interviews and focus group recordings, making 

notes, reading and re-reading the transcriptions, reviewing the material generated from 

the photo-elicitation and double entry journal exercises, looking for repeated words or 

phrases, topics, or concepts. The analysis also included comparing the information 

collected from respondents with archival course material, looking for any linkages and/or 

correlations of themes.  

Emerging concepts or themes that were not initially anticipated through the study 

questions were identified as the analysis progressed. I coded the data according to 

keywords or phrases and, after detailed examination, I grouped the information into 

concepts and identified recurrent themes running through the data. This entailed working 

with the information collected, sorting and organizing it, dividing it into manageable units, 

synthesizing it, searching for linkages and patterns, uncovering what is important, what 

is to be learned, and determining what to highlight.  

An additional nuance on the primary research goal was to also investigate 

whether or not the participants considered the AIFS to have been a transformative 

experience.  

Credibility and Reliability of this Study 

I sought to make this study as credible and reliable as possible. According to 

Creswell (2014), in order to enhance trustworthiness and credibility of findings, it is 

essential to actively incorporate several validity strategies into the research, and to 

ensure that any biases the researcher brings to the study be clarified.  
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In Chapter 2, I aimed to bring to light and openly acknowledge my potential 

personal biases prior to undertaking this study and in approaching the research. Due to 

my position in the process, I recognized that my voice is part of the mix, but understood 

that it had to be at a lower volume, in the background and distinct from the information 

participants brought to the study. During the interviews and the focus groups, I strove to 

maintain a position of an intensely interested and emphatic listener who genuinely 

wanted to hear about their experiences by keeping my voice mostly silent while 

encouraging the participants to share their stories about their experiences. I listened to 

the stories that were most important to the respondents, while being careful to try not to 

read more into the comments than was there. 

By using both quantitative and qualitative methods, and triangulation of various 

data sources, I sought to limit the possibility of my bias affecting the study. As a strategy 

to increase credibility and reliability, a consistent procedure was used for all the 

interviews and for the focus groups. Setting up detailed study protocols, and 

incorporating data collection and analysis of both written and visual documents into the 

research, helped to ensure the authenticity and trustworthiness of findings.   

I acknowledge that asking participants both retrospective and current information 

on their perceptions, raises concerns about the respondents’ distance in time from some 

of the experiences and their accuracy in self-reporting, as it only tells the story from the 

point of view of that person at the time of the telling. However, the key concern of the 

inquiry was on participants' perspectives on their experience of the AIFS, with a focus on 

asking participants to further reflect on their experience in the Amazon and to 

contextualize what they have learned, what they now know, and the impact this 

experience has had on their daily lives or their worldview.  

Distance bias21 was mitigated by cross-examining and comparing the multiple 

sources of data supplied by respondents; this included comparing the data from the 

survey with information and stories obtained from the interviews and the focus groups, 

                                                 
21 Distance bias,  also referred to as recall bias, can be a methodological problem in research that 
involves questionnaires and/or interviews, particularly in retrospective studies design to investigate 
past events or experiences that relying on participants’ ability to recollect from memory (Moren & 
Valenciano, 2011). In epidemiological research, ‘recall bias’ is defined as a systematic error caused 
by differences in the accuracy or completeness of the recollections (recall) by study participants 
regarding events or experiences from the past (Last, 2001, p. 153). 
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as well as with open comments and archival course material, paying particular attention 

to where the various perspectives differed and where they were supportive. As a form of 

triangulation between credibility and validation of the findings, and in order to give a 

more nuanced picture of the participants’ experience, I ensured that every theme that I 

uncovered or saw as most prominent was supported by two or more specific 

experiences or examples. 

Connelly & Clandinin (1990) stress the importance of not trying to squeeze 

qualitative methods focused on narratives, “into a language created for other forms of 

research” (p. 7). They advocate for criteria such as plausibility, authenticity, and 

transferability, as espoused by Guba and Lincoln (1989), rather than validity, reliability, 

and generalizability, as the goal when using narrative methods. 

The outcome of my work was not intended to produce empirically verifiable 

articulations, but rather to offer a compelling narrative that allows participants’ voices to 

be heard, and presented in a way that accurately represents their experiences. 

Building the Narrative 

Telling stories is an astonishing thing. We are a species whose main 
purpose is to tell each other about the expected and the surprises that 
upset the expected, and we do that through the stories we tell. 

(Bruner, 2002, p. 8) 

Ultimately, the goal of the study was to answer the research question: What are 

the students’ perspectives on their experience of KPU's Amazon Interdisciplinary Field 

School (AIFS), and how can they be described? Through the inquiry process, the aim 

was to let the diverse stories emerge, as told by the respondents, and then weave the 

stories together into a cohesive narrative connecting the diverse voices.   

While the customary analytical techniques outlined in under Data Analysis, 

served to untangle and understand the information collected from the inquiry, I did not 

want to reduce participants’ accounts into meaningless fragments. I was reminded that I 

had “to be prepared to follow [my] nose and, after the fact, reconstruct [the] narrative” 

into a holistic account of the experience (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 7).   
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While Clandinin & Huber (2010) agree that “interpretation of the stories lived and 

told is an essential…aspect” (p. 439) of using narrative methodology, they urge inquirers 

to resist the temptation to dissect and disassemble participant’s stories of experience 

“into coded piles” (p. 439), as this could undermine the goals of the research “by 

directing attention away from thinking narratively about experience” (p. 439). Others, 

such as Spector-Mersel (2010), Chase (2011) and Riessman (2008) also stress the 

importance of looking at narrative accounts holistically rather than fragmenting them into 

coded pieces, and to consider “…that stories are the data, not a channel to the data…” 

(Spector-Mersel, 2010, p. 214). 

However, Riessman (2008) also points out that “whatever the content, stories 

demand the consequential linking of events or ideas. Narrative shaping entails imposing 

a meaningful pattern on what would otherwise be random and disconnected" (p. 5). In 

answering the question “what makes a good narrative?”  Connelly & Clandinin (1990) 

assert that it is “the sense of the whole …built from a rich data source with a focus on 

the concrete particularities of life that create powerful narrative tellings (p. 5)”, and that it 

is “the particular and not the general that triggers emotion and moves people” (p. 8).  

Working with metaphors, creating visual and textual collages, found poetry, 
word images, and photographs, narrative inquirers create research texts 
that show the complex and multilayered storied nature of experience. In 
this way, they create research texts that represent the complexity of 
people’s lives and experiences. (Clandinin & Huber, 2010, p. 439) 

My goal was to faithfully represent respondents’ views, understanding, and 

interpretations of their experience of the AIFS; to give them the opportunity to have their 

voices heard, and through that, to illuminate the subject under study.  

As part of this inquiry, 22 people agreed to share their experience of the Amazon 

Interdisciplinary Field School, in their own words.  

The following Chapter 5, introduces the context and ‘sets the stage’ for the 

stories to unfold. Chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9 present the findings and describe students’ 

perspectives on their experience of KPU's Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School. The 

chapters are organized by strands or themes of dialogue, each highlighting significant 

aspects of the students’ experience of the AIFS.  The chapters are not meant to be a 

travelogue, but rather to weave together the various stories that are reflective of the 

participants’ perspectives, allowing for unexpected juxtapositions. The narrative strives 
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to provide a thought-provoking and visually engaging holistic account that honours each 

story and gives a voice to each research participant. I conclude the dissertation in 

Chapter 10 with a discussion and reflection on the study, ending with some 

considerations for future research. 
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Setting the Scene  

 

Calanoa 

Sitting around a large table, with the Amazon River flowing in the foreground and 

the omnipresent sound of the jungle as a backdrop, Diego Samper recounts a mystical 

tale of ‘finding’ the name ‘Calanoa’ while living on an isolated island in the lower Caquetá 

River in the middle of the Colombian Amazon jungle. Diego describes what seems like 

an almost idyllic life spent contemplating nature, laying in a hammock and reading, as he 

relates that while in the midst of reading the book Noa Noa by Paul Gauguin 

(1919/2016), he had an inexplicable encounter with a fish having the distinct marking 

‘calanoa’ on its side. He knew instantly this was to be the name of his first homestead in 

the Amazon.  

*** 

In his travel journal Noa Noa, Paul Gauguin (1919/2016), iconic French Post-

Impressionist painter, documents his experiences living in Tahiti during his first visit to 

the French Polynesia Island between 1891 and 1893. Gauguin journeyed to Tahiti as a 

kind of self-imposed exile to what he perceived to be an unspoiled land, in order to 

escape European civilization and "everything that is artificial and conventional” 

(Mathews, 2001, p. 157). Gauguin allegedly expressed that “he needed this break from 

civilization and the unfettered contact with the primitive living conditions on Tahiti to 

reconnect with his creative genius” (Artlark, 2016). While considered by many scholars 
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mostly a self-indulgent fictional autobiographical fantasy, Gauguin’s journal provides a 

captivating narrative of his encounter with the 'exotic’, of ‘going native’ and his search for 

the ‘wild within’. Contemplating his departure from the island to return to France, 

Gauguin (1919/2016) writes: 

I am leaving, older by two years, but twenty years younger; more barbarian 
than when I arrived, and yet much wiser. Yes, indeed, the savages have 
taught many things to the man of an old civilization; these ignorant men 
have taught him much in the art of living and happiness. Above all, they 
have taught me to know myself better; they have told me the deepest truth. 
(p. 65) 

While Gauguin’s language as he describes the island's inhabitants betrays his 19th 

century European roots and a colonial view of the world, it does offer a compelling tale of 

encounter with the ‘other’, challenging European conceptions of ‘native’ and of the 

‘primitive’.  

*** 

The word ‘cala’ has deep etymological roots. From the Greek and Latin roots 

meaning ‘reed-like’, similar words can be found in many cultures and languages 

(University of Idaho, 2017). From the ancient Greek word kalamos, and the Latin word 

calamarium, meaning ‘quill’ (feather pen) used as writing implements,  the word kalama 

in Sanskrit means ‘reed’ or ‘pen’; in Arabic, the word qalam, is a type of pen made from 

a dried reed used for Islamic calligraphy. From calamus, meaning ‘wetland reed’, the 

French word calumet is a colonial-era word often used for a Native American ceremonial 

pipe22. The book, Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman (2015) includes a cluster of poems 

entitled “the Calamus poems”. 

 
Center: Photo © Diego Samper, 2012. Reproduced with permission. 

                                                 
22 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Calamus & https://www.britannica.com 



84 

The meaning of the word cala and the stories of Gaugin’s Noa Noa come 

together in Calanoa. Now in its second location, Calanoa is more than a name or a 

place, it is an idea, a concept; a name that evokes its purpose, its essence and the spirit 

of place. Diego (Samper, 2012), speaks of Calanoa as “the manifestation of the spirit of 

nature” and “a place of encounters”; encounters with the wild, the ‘other’, and with the 

self.  

Reeds of Wisdom 

For many of the peoples of the Amazon, the mastery of basketwork is a symbol 

of their identity and a skill learned as part of society’s culture. Learning to weave baskets 

is an essential part of becoming an adult who is capable of “leading a good life”. Special 

baskets are required for picking different plants, which they believe have particular 

knowledge; for them, baskets not only hold the content, but also wisdom. Just like the 

numerous strands that gradually form a basket, “wisdom is made up of numerous 

thoughts that are like interwoven threads” (Museo Del Oro, 2014, p. 106). 

  
Center: Photo © Diego Samper, 2012. Reproduced with permission. 

Unravelling the Strands of Experience 

The only thing that keeps us from floating off with the wind is our stories. 
They give us a name and put us in a place, allow us to keep on touching.  

(Tom Spanbauer) 

At the 2017 World Environmental Education Congress (WEEC) in Vancouver, 

Jeannette Armstrong, Indigenous scholar from the University of British Columbia, and 

Guujaaw from the Council of the Haida Nation, both spoke of the importance of imagery 
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and storytelling for Indigenous peoples. “Stories are important beyond the end point” 

(Armstrong, 2017). Stories have the power of connection, the power to weave, to unite, 

and to connect hearts and minds. Stories are the ‘connective tissue’ and can provide a 

holistic view of experience (Armstrong, 2017; Guujaaw, 2017).  

Throughout the inquiry process, the students' stories revealed themselves like 

long strands or threads, winding through their observations, reflections, and memories of 

their experience of the Amazon Field School. Guided by the research question, the 

inquiry has been a process of discovery, a process of unravelling each unique thread, 

each unique story; echoing the process of basket making, carefully selecting and 

preparing each strand, and then purposefully weaving each story together into a 

cohesive whole, to become a holder of the collective experience. What I heard were 

powerful stories of experience that cannot be quantified but rather call to be discovered 

in the details. 

The following chapters present a detailed narrative of the various perspectives, 

experiences, and stories as shared by the participants. They are my connection to the 

students’ experience of the Amazon Field School. 
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The Conceived Experience  

Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited, 
whereas imagination embraces the entire world... 

(Albert Einstein, 1931) 

 
Photo © Diego Samper, 2012. Reproduced with permission. 

Imagined Journey 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Henri Lefebvre (1974/1991) describes the conceived 

space as the realm of the mind and human thought, the space of the imagined and the 

abstract; it is conceptualized space, what Lefebvre (1974/1991) calls le conçu.  

The students’ journey starts in that imagined space. Listening to the students’ 

stories, it is clear that many of us have pre-conceived ideas about Colombia, the 

Amazon and its people. For centuries, the Amazon has captured our imaginations. It 

conjures up images of an exotic, wild, and primitive place full of mystery, mysticism, 

magic, and not least of all, discomfort and danger; a place that few people imagine 

themselves ever experiencing.  
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The following statements capture what participants imagined Colombia and the 

Amazon would be like, and what they anticipated from the Amazon Field School 

experience.  

For some, the idea of going to Colombia and the Amazon made them feel 

nervous, anxious, and filled with trepidation. 

Nervous in anticipation: Vulnerability is something that does not 
come easily to me and now putting myself in a situation where I will be 
quite vulnerable is going to be a struggle for sure (not a bad thing 
though). The last couple of days I have become nervous in anticipation 
of the journey ahead and it is not the normal nervous/excited feeling.  
In class last week after writing my list of intentions for this trip I spoke 
about how this would be an "event" in my life, meaning that it would 
significantly change me in some way, and I cannot help but feel 
enthusiastic and afraid of what I will learn about myself and how it will 
impact my life when I return. What if I "find myself”, when I am there 
and realize the life I am living at home is nowhere near what I really 
want? Am I ready to make the changes necessary at home to 
accommodate my findings? Will I have the courage to do so?  (AC, 
Course blog, 2015) 

I am worried: So how am I feeling right at this moment?  I am nervous, 
anxious, and ecstatic. …I am worried about the heat of the Amazon and 
how my body will react. I am worried about the spiders. Oh the spiders!  
But I have hopes this experience will help me overcome my phobia so 
that I can one day live in harmony with these wonderful and important 
creatures. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2015) 

Anxious: As the departure date approached, the more anxious I 
became about nothing in particular. Gobs of information swirled 
disconnected in my head without context or purpose. On the eve of 
departure, I felt numb and indifferent. I felt a weird sort of calm 
resignation. I can’t put my finger on what I had resigned to; perhaps 
trying to find answers to my existence. The Amazon was coming, and I 
had never felt so lost in my life. The timing couldn’t have been worse. 
Did the perception of the magnitude of this trip bring this on, or was it 
something else? I didn’t sleep that night, and I couldn’t speak…  I waited 
in silence all day; preoccupied with nothing and detached from my mind 
and body. (OT, Reflection, 2013) 

 

For others, the Amazon seemed to conjure images of a hostile and threatening 

place; they recount being apprehensive and scared about the journey that lay ahead.  

A hostile environment: I thought the Amazon was a backwards place, 
full of mystery and undiscovered tribes. A hostile environment. (BJ, 
Reflection, 2013)  
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Scared: I just remember being quite anxious about it, and being quite 
nervous about it. I thought it would be really uncomfortable. I had 
anxieties about going and not being able to stand being there; what if 
it's too hot or what if I'm just scared, that was my biggest fear I think, 
or wanting to go home because it was so uncomfortable. (EB, Interview, 
November 2016)   

‘Watch out’: Before I left, people, friends, and family were telling me 
‘watch out’ because that’s where all the drug trade happens and watch 
out, the locals will try to pick pocket you and steel all your stuff. …I 
never had an issue with any of that, even in Bogotá where we were in 
crowded squares full of people… actually people were very friendly and 
just not bothersome… (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

 

Some expressed being filled with anticipation, eagerness, and excitement while 

imagining a place of wonder and mysticism. 

Exotic locale: Imagine, it’s another poster, but this one has a beautiful 
photo of people standing in a rainforest. Unbidden, your mind races to 
what it would be like to study in the rainforest. You’ve never been 
anywhere near Colombia but you‘ve heard all about the rainforest since 
you were a child. You think about the bugs, the snakes, and the heat; 
the idea of studying abroad in an exotic locale excites you despite the 
pests. …deeper into your daydream …the image becomes clearer now; 
you can see the subtle colour differences in the leaves, and see the 
genuine smiles on all the students’ faces. “I wonder what the food is 
like,” you think to yourself. More questions fill your head and it’s all you 
can think about. …you can’t get that poster out of your head. It is calling 
you, you have to go; you have to find the funding, maybe scholarships 
and grants, and take the adventure. This scenario was essentially my 
personal experience before studying abroad. I had gone through 10 
years of education before even considering that studying abroad was an 
option. Maybe I hadn’t seen the right trip; Art History trips to Paris, 
Architecture trips to Greece, were all exciting, but nothing struck my 
core like the Amazon. The rainforest is the heart of the biosphere and 
its importance and connection to my discipline of study is vast. (KC, 
BCSA Blog post, 2015)   

Place of wonder: Columbian Amazon has been a place of wonder to 
me from my very early childhood. I read books, marveled at 
photographs, and even studied aspects of its geography in university. 
As soon as I heard about the Amazon field school, I knew it was 
something I had to do. I told myself that somehow I would find the time, 
funds and support to do this. (KC, Blog post, 2015)  

Picturing Eldorado: I didn’t really know what to expect… I did look 
into it a little bit, on the website; just the brief overview of what the 
course is going to be about …and that I would be going out of North 
America for the 1st time. In terms of the Amazon, I was picturing the 
search for ‘Eldorado’, images of explorers going through the jungle… 
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and rivers full of predatory fish…  I guess maybe a little bit naïve view, 
or ignorant view, of what’s down there, but you know, when you’ve 
never gone there, all you get is those kind of [images] from movies and 
books about the Indigenous tribes, and seeing people as primitive or 
less developed, uncontacted peoples…  (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

My Utopia: The Amazon is the one place in the world I have been 
dreaming about my whole life. This trip is truly a dream come true. As 
a child, [The] Amazon was just a dream. It was my Utopia. I was never 
going to see it and I was never going to experience it. And that's 
something that just kept me going, the thought that there was one 
place, just one place on our planet that homed the most diverse 
creatures on the face of the earth. It was the (and still is) the one place 
that you can truly 'get away'. (LG, Course Blog, May 2015) 

Escape: Independence, solitude, complete escape, a solo adventure. 
These words were swirling about in my mind as I prepared for my trip 
to Colombia. It would be nice to escape the whirlwind that had been the 
previous month. I would be spending [some] days alone first, [this] 
would be my first travel experience truly by myself; just to have some 
time to myself to do nothing but read, write, and be dreamily pensive. 
I wasn’t nervous at all. I didn’t really believe I had any reason to worry. 
As my travel progressed and [people] quit addressing me in English, I 
made a note to practice my Spanish. Then, after arriving in Bogotá 
[alone], struggling to exchange my money, being swarmed by cab 
drivers, getting ripped off… I suddenly felt as though I may in fact have 
a great deal to worry about. This hadn’t started off as the self-discovery 
adventure I had pictured in my head. As I laid in bed [one] night, I 
realized that independence, solitude, complete escape, and solo 
adventure could indeed be interpreted in a myriad of ways, and so far 
they couldn’t be further from the wind-in-the-hair image that I had 
mistakenly conjured up. (JR, Reflection, 2013) 

Imagining: Well you just hear all these stories about what the Amazon 
is, it's like the oldest place in the world that's still around that you can 
kind of get a glimpse into the past and how things are evolving as well. 
During the classes leading up to the actual trip, it was still kind of hard 
to mesh what I thought versus what everyone was saying. I was 
[imagining] 'it's like a nomadic lifestyle and people don't rely on a lot of 
technology’, and yes, we saw some of that too, but... just a lot less 
[than I expected]. I was just kind of skeptical about whether I should 
be wary of the whole situation, or just trust the people that went there, 
and then decide for myself. I just wanted to see how much of it was true 
versus how much of it was myth... I just really wanted to see, and then 
be able to tell people that I met what it was actually all about. (PJ, 
Interview, Nov. 2016) 

 

Others simply wanted to keep an open mind. 

An open mind: I have just arrived into Colombia and still remain very 
unsure of what lies ahead. I have read the itinerary and know what the 
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schedule looks like, yet I do not know what will come from these 
experiences. [I was] advised to be open to all these new experiences 
and soak it up with no impeding judgment or academic evaluation. This 
is what I had intended to do, to keep a very open mind. (TJ, Reflection, 
2013) 

No expectations: I went into the AIFS without any expectations. I 
wanted to just be. To go with the flow and be open about my 
expectations which allowed me to be more willing to try new things. (LG, 
Survey, Nov 2016) 

An open mind, two working feet and a curiosity…: I went on the 
trip not knowing what to expect. I truly believe that transformative 
travel should be a required course in our universities. I had done a lot 
of research on travelling as this was my first trip out of Canada – this 
fact ignited my zest for all manner of the neatest gear – but I realize 
now that gear is really only window dressing. My preconceived notion of 
travel began to change as our class sessions continued. Being 
introduced to the notion of transformative travel – to travel to challenge 
my ideas, shape my thoughts, interact with others in different ways, 
and share intimate thoughts and experiences. These class times were 
certainly opening my eyes; I had always thought travel included a hotel 
with a hot tub. There seems now to be a clear difference between travel 
and a vacation. A few weeks before departure I realized, an open mind, 
two working feet and a curiosity are all that I truly required – and I had 
these things now. (BJ, Reflections, June 2013) 

 

The student’s comments highlight the importance of students experiencing the 

world first hand and their need for ‘authentic’ experiences in order to build their own 

stories of ‘the other’ and to challenge their own pre-conceptions of the world and 

unfamiliar places.  

Before leaving for the Amazon, one of the students commented on a TED talk by 

Nigerian novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009), entitled 'The danger of a single 

story', pointing out the following statement from the author: "I was startled it had not 

occurred to me that anybody in his family could actually make something. All I had heard 

about them was how poor they were, so that it had been impossible for me to see them 

as anything else but poor. Their poverty was my single story of them” (Adichie, 2009). 

The student offered the following reflection:  

The right choice: This video does not directly relate to the Amazon but 
it does provide a significant message that emphasizes the danger of a 
single story. For the majority of us, this will be our first time going to 
the Amazon and all of our knowledge comes from single stories, whether 
it be from articles or from stories heard from others. Adichie speaks 
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about the danger of a single story, emphasizing how it can cause 
stereotypes and misconceptions, and the importance of understanding 
that there is always more to the overall story of the subject of topic. 
Personally this video makes me feel powerful and makes me feel that I 
have made the right choice to participate in this field school because it 
is giving me the opportunity to experience first-hand the culture and the 
lifestyle in Colombia which will help me complete and add authenticity 
to the stories I have heard. (AC, Reflection, 2015) 

 

 

The soul lives in untamed places. 
(Richard Nelson) 

Despite the anxieties of the unknown, the yearning to travel, the allure of the 

Amazon, and the excitement of the imagined, all seem irresistible for those who signed 

up for the AIFS. 
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Motivation & Expectations 

The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. 
(Lao Tzu) 

One of the queries of the study was aimed at gaining a better understanding of 

what motivates students to sign up for the AIFS, and what they expected from the 

course and the experience.  

As part of the survey, research participants were asked to rank the significance 

of specific factors in their decision to enrol in the AIFS. As Figure 6.1 shows, 86% of 

respondents indicated ‘location’ as very or critically important. Fifty-five percent also 

rated ‘Inter-disciplinary’ and the number of ‘credits’ as significantly important. ‘Class size’ 

rated as the least important.  

 

Figure 6.1  Deciding Factors that Influenced Decision to Participate in the AIFS 
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When asked to elaborate on their primary motivation for enrolling in the AIFS, 

and about any goals or expectations, the narrative that emerged provides a much richer 

and nuanced perspective on what motivated the students to take part in the AIFS.  

Respondents offered the following statements below, highlighting the urge to 

travel and to experience something new. However, not just any location, the lure of the 

Amazon in particular seemed to spark students’ imaginations; the opportunity to travel to 

an ‘exotic’ area like the Amazon, a place that many had never dreamed, imagined, or 

considered they would ever get a chance to venture to, seems to have been a significant 

motivator. As discussed above, the location rated highest when asked to rank a number 

of factors in making the decision to enrol in the AIFS.  

In addition to the desire to travel, respondents also commented on a longing for 

personal growth and life experience; and for some, the academic structure and support 

of the AIFS seemed to provide an added bonus of “getting credits” while studying and 

travelling. 

Travel & Experience 

I felt that I had to go. A spirit in my feet said 'Go,' and I went 

(Matthew Brady) 

 
Left: photo © Lisa King, 2015. Center: photo by BJ, 2013. Reproduced with permission. 

Always wanted to go: The very first day I heard about this trip, I 
decided I was going. I have always wanted to go to the Amazon and 
what better way than in a FS atmosphere. I had no expectations, I made 
a point of only knowing immediate details and flow with the trip.  My 
goal was to photograph and learn. (KC, Survey, Nov 2016) 

The AMAZON!!  Unbelievable!  I never did decide to participate [in 
the AIFS]. I was afraid. I had just resumed studies at KPU; I was a 
mature student and felt very out of place my first year at KPU. Formal 
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education frightened me…  One day, I was walking through the library 
and noticed the AMAZON poster. I had never travelled outside of Canada 
before; I went home wondering…  Another dream presented itself. I 
have always wanted to travel somewhere; I had noticed some of the 
other field schools being advertised around campus, but nothing this 
appealing, The AMAZON!!  Unbelievable!  My mind quickly quashed any 
adventurous ideas; the self-defeating tape started to run in my head 
again and flip back and forth from one record to the other. “GO, this is 
a great opportunity,” “Forget it, you can’t afford it” … This tape 
continued for the following week, until something said to me “You 
cannot miss this, it may be the last time you have a chance”. That night 
I followed the inner spirit voice and submitted the application, I had 
made a decision months ago I would follow my feet until I could not 
walk anymore. Little did I know my feet were pointing far southward to 
Colombia. A journey I could not truly comprehend had begun. I had 
taken a life step that scared me for many years, but now I would walk 
in the Amazon in June. (BJ, Reflections, June 2013) 

 

Some of the respondents shared their need for adventure and craving for 

experiences; to see the world first hand. 

To experience: I wanted to experience the Amazon rainforest; and be 
exposed to different languages and cultures. (JZ, Survey, Nov 2016) 

Looking for adventure: I was looking for adventure. I craved an 
experience. (CJ, Survey, Nov 2016) 

To actually see things: This was my one and probably only chance of 
seeing the Amazon - the equator. To actually see things one only hears 
about. And - NOT to be in the 'Hilton' or other Americanized vacation 
spot. To see the 'real' people and places. I was happy to be going at all. 
As I said, just to see the Amazon!!  was overwhelming. (MC, Survey, 
Nov 2016) 

Gain experience: I wanted to gain experience and explore concepts of 
creativity in a unique setting in which I could be exposed to a new 
environment, languages, and culture. I wanted to meet people and 
create friendships. (RX, Survey, Nov 2016) 

 

For others, the field school provided a safe way to learn; sharing the experience 

with others seemed particularly motivating for some.   

A safe way to explore: As a personal goal, I wish to travel to South 
America because it is such a different culture and landscape than the 
places I have travelled to before. Since it can otherwise be unsafe for a 
young woman to travel alone, I hope to use this trip as a safe way to 
explore a very different culture than my previous travel experiences. 
The Amazon is one of the locations most negatively affected by human 
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development, and I think it would better my understanding to see 
firsthand the good impact that the forest is doing every day. The nature 
reserve we will be staying at is where I hope to learn the most about 
the forest itself, but the other two cities will provide the context to how 
the people of that area impact the forest, both for the good and the bad. 
I hope to learn how individuals that rely on the Amazon keep their 
homeland viable. Whenever I am on a trip, especially a school organized 
one, there are also many opportunities that we are given that are not 
open to the public. I want to take full advantage of these occasions. 
There is also a large diversity of climate and landscape that we will visit 
and I am looking forward to seeing how the architecture and way of 
living changes from city to city. (KD, Course blog, May 2015) 

To travel in a safe environment: I've always loved travel, and so I 
thought this would be something that I would never think to do on my 
own or think to travel to Colombia on my own ever. Just to be able to 
see the Amazon was an opportunity I don't think I would ever do if it 
wasn't in a secure safe environment with school. You know, with 
teachers that would be looking after us as opposed to travelling on my 
own. At that point, I hadn't really travelled too much on my own, so I 
guess this was just an opportunity that was packaged really nicely, that 
[checked] an unknown thing that was on my bucket list. (EB, Interview, 
November 2016) 

Wanted to travel: I wanted to travel with a like-minded group with the 
university. Open myself to a new way of learning, creative rather than 
solely academic. (JT, Survey, Nov 2016) 

I am a traveler. I am an experiential learner and the Amazon was a 
location of my desire. A desire I've had since I was a young girl. To 
travel with others is even more motivating. Not only because I can 
create close relationships, but because I can share my experience with 
others. (LG, Survey, Nov 2016) 

 

In addition to the allure of journeying to the Amazon to satisfy a craving for travel, 

learning abroad, and adventure, many respondents stated that they wanted to keep an 

open mind about what they would experience. It is interesting to note that in the survey 

more respondents said that they had no expectations about what the AIFS would be like, 

than was the case when asked directly during the interview about what they had 

envisaged. As noted at the beginning of the chapter, when asked during the interview, 

most respondents revealed having some pre-conceived ideas about Colombia and the 

Amazon in particular.  

No expectations: I was already thinking of going to South America so 
why wouldn't I take the opportunity!  I had no expectations, totally 
unbiased going into it. (BK, Survey, Nov 2016) 
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No expectations: Going to the Amazon, was so different from any 
other field school offered and very unique. I wanted to experience 
something new. I had no expectations. (MJ, Survey, Nov 2016) 

Minimum expectations: I've always been interested in the 
environment and the Amazon Rainforest is legendary when this topic is 
discussed. To have an opportunity not just to visit there, but to be 
immersed in the culture of the area and experience the environment for 
myself was really key to my signing up. To be honest, I kept my 
expectations to a minimum because I wanted to be open to the 
experiences that would present themselves. I did some research before 
enrolling, but as the pre-trip classes progressed, I began to set a few 
loose goals that solidified once I got down there. (JT, Survey, Nov 2016) 

‘go-with-the-flow’: I was very much interested in travelling outside 
the country and visiting a place whose culture was different from my 
own. I wanted to participate in something that was more experiential 
and hands-on compared to regular university classes. I did not really 
have any specific goals or expectations. It was mostly just "go-with-the-
flow" and see what happens. (RJ, Survey, Nov 2016) 

No expectations: I was looking for travel, learning abroad, adventure, 
and the opportunity to experience the forest. I had no expectations 
however I received more from the trip that I could have imagined. (JJ, 
Survey, Nov 2016) 

Personal Growth & Development  

Wandering re-establishes the original harmony which once existed 
between man and the universe.  

(Anatole France) 

 
Left: photo © Diego Samper, 2015. Right: photo © E. Gress, 2015. Reproduced with permission. 

In addition to the urge to travel, the potential for personal growth and 

development was also strongly expressed by many of the research participants as a key 

motivator. The following narratives of personal journeys are powerful and compelling. 



97 

Reconnect with myself: Ultimately, my goal in life is to continuously 
grow through different life experiences and my curiosity of the 
unfamiliar fuels this passion. However, I have always played life very 
safely and consequently have missed out on many experiences. I would 
consider myself to have not experienced enough of what life has to offer. 
However, it is never too late to change that and this is my first step to 
leading a life that truly fulfils me. I mostly hope that this experience will 
allow me to reconnect with myself, while helping me learn more about 
myself. I am also hoping that this will reignite my passion to run with 
my curiosity and see what life has to offer. (AC, Course blog, May 2015). 
I wanted to take part in a new experience that would propel self-growth. 
My goal was to clear my head and develop a new healthier outlook on 
life. (AC, Survey, Nov 2016) 

Personal development: My primary motivation was personal 
development through cultural experience. I wanted to challenge my 
Western worldview, learn new perspectives, and understand impact of 
globalization. (OT, Survey, Nov 2016) 

Looking for life experience: I wanted to obtain life experience, and I 
did not know what to expect. (JC, Survey, Nov 2016) 

A rare opportunity: I feel that I should take full advantage of this rare 
opportunity to be able to express myself in a creative way and in an 
academic environment. I decide to focus less on what I have studied for 
the past two years, not neglecting what I had learned, but rather 
focusing on myself and what I want to gain from this trip. (TJ, Reflection, 
2013) 

An opportunity to grow and develop: This was an opportunity to 
grow and develop an international mind-set and appreciation for travel. 
I was looking for personal growth and insights/exploration. I wanted to 
spend time reflecting on my goals and direction in life, as well as 
experience travelling in South America. (JJ, Survey, Nov 2016) 

Looking for connection, …to feel alive:  My main goal (if such can 
be quantified as a "goal") is to re-discover a connection with nature and 
develop this connection in the Amazon -- and then of course continue 
its maturation in "regular" life afterwards. I also want to practice 
Spanish; I've been learning for the last eight months… there are two 
purposes I see to Spanish: connecting with the people in their own 
language (not necessarily with the indigenous folks, of course, though 
they speak Spanish); following their rhythms, cadences, and ways of 
speaking. I suppose the overall intention of speaking Spanish is 
immersion. I want to get a taste of life as a Colombian. I've lived a 
nomadic life, and as the Tao Te Ching says (Stephen Mitchell's 
translation): "Thus the Master travels all day/ without leaving home."  
There are two sides to this verse and I want to practice the physical 
travel side while maintaining internal harmony and a sense of being at 
home wherever I am. Perhaps the overall intention is to feel alive, 
through nature and communication with others. (CJ, Course blog, May 
2015) 
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Recognizing important next step: So far travelling has made me 
realize that things I thought were small ”goals" are actually more 
important and I need to spend time developing, perusing, and making 
a habit of them to create a more fulfilling life for myself. I want to 
continue exploring these ideas of what is truly important to me and to 
REALLY drive home in my own brain how much I need to focus my 
energy in attaining these key things. [I intend] to stay open and 
adaptive to grow and challenge myself as a person. (BK, Course Blog, 
May 2015) 

Experience everything: In all honesty, I am nervous to be in the 
Amazon. Not because I will be in a new and foreign place, but because 
I fear I won't be able to fully experience everything I want to do, 
whether this be by my intention or not. Here is a list of what I will be 
keeping in mind while I'm down there: let my experiences help me find 
goals for my future career; be open to and understand how and why a 
culture is the way it is; not being afraid to be vulnerable to new 
experiences and opportunities; understand and appreciate moments 
that I find captivating; record my thoughts and feelings in my journal; 
take photos of what amazes me and to remind me; observe animals in 
the wildlife (monkeys!); be mindful of myself and my actions in relation 
to how they may affect another person's cultural view (respect); find 
ways to give back to the country and the people; be creative and 
thoughtful in my project; count as many stars as I can at night. (PJ, 
Course blog May 2015)  

Building lasting memories: Throughout my daily life, I feel like I take 
moments for granted. These do not necessarily need to be moments of 
happiness or ”good" memories; sometimes when I look back at the 
memories in my life, I tend to find myself regretting not being able to 
do something or push myself to do something. The last memory I can 
think of being happy or content in my life was during a moment of 
stillness being in the water... Before that, it was in grade 7, when I 
climbed up the mast of a sailboat… I can remember the feeling that I 
was grateful for that moment of happiness. I miss those memories, and 
wish I had more experiences like them, and be able to understand what 
brought me those feelings and how I can apply it to my life. I fear that 
once the trip is over, I will come back to Canada, to my average lifestyle, 
and not be able to see the world the same way I felt in places I have 
had enlightening memories from, again. How will I be able to take what 
I've learned about myself from the Amazon and apply it to my life in 
Canada? (PJ, Course blog, 2015) 

Transformative travel: What drew me to participating in this Amazon 
Field School was the whole concept behind transformative travel, and 
the role this realm has in a person’s development of the “whole person”. 
[As a teacher told me once], transformative travel is one of the three 
core experiences for personal development (the other two are 
transformative education and authentic intimacy). For me, 
transformative experiences are those, which challenge and alter our 
views of the world, our place, ourselves. Transformative experiences 
offer us a new sense of who we are. If we do not expose ourselves to 
such offerings, we remain fixed, stunted, hobbled. International travel 
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(beyond the sphere of inclusive resorts and holiday destinations) 
provides exemplary opportunities for personal growth and development.  

I needed another type of learning experience beyond what is 
offered in [my discipline] at Kwantlen. I think I got what I was hoping 
for. We’ll only see years from now if the impact I was hoping for this 
Amazon trip becomes reality. (DJ, Reflection, 2014)   

I was looking for an international exchange opportunity, an 
opportunity to take some sort of learning and growth in another 
geography. I had heard about it [the AIFS], and I thought 'that's a great 
opportunity to take a couple of weeks and get that international, or 
travel exposure' that I was looking for within my undergraduate degree; 
to sort of complement everything that I had learned in the classroom, 
for my own development and growth. (DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Connecting with my Indigenous roots:  There was an Indigenous 
spin to this whole experience as well for me; with my Indigenous 
background, I think that's also what drew me to the opportunity, 
because I have a pretty good understanding of Indigenous cultures, and 
history and background, in Canada, specifically within First Nation 
culture, but I thought it would be interesting to experience that in 
another country and another region as well. My grandmother went to 
residential school, she didn't have much of an opportunity to share her 
culture with her children (like my mother and my Mom's siblings) 
throughout her life, and so that was a missing gap for me. So I continued 
to look for opportunities to connect with, and engage with that side of 
my background, and I thought that this definitely aligned with the whole 
connecting with that kind of culture. And it delivered that experience 
that I was looking for, when we went to visit those small communities, 
so that was really eye opening for me and I got a lot of fulfillment too. 
(DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

To further myself: I have followed in others footsteps for years, and I 
had a deep need now to make some of my own. Looking back, it has 
become apparent to me that my original application to join the field 
school was somehow both conscious and unconscious. Consciously, I 
wanted to further myself academically, unconsciously my mind still 
harbored the demons of the past. I have spent a lot of my life running 
away, but I now accepted that my running was over – I had to stand 
my ground. I wanted to become a contributing member of a greater 
whole and therefore become whole myself. I saw the trip to Colombia 
and the prospect of walking in the Amazon Rainforest as a catalyst to 
making this a reality. I was also unaware that the inner spiritual voice 
was leading my unconscious towards moving my feet closer to Colombia 
for reasons not revealed. I had not considered a spiritual component to 
the trip with a lot of conscious thought but as it turns out, it became for 
me an epic spiritual quest of self-discovery. I was awakening in many 
ways I did not think were available to me, I guess my unconscious self 
was looking out for me… maybe there was something I was still here 
for, some path I was meant to follow, something I was meant to 
complete. It all just seemed like the right time, the right trip and with 
the right people. It still amazes me today that everything just seemed 
to fit. (BJ, Reflections, June 2013) 
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To push myself: I love people, I love telling stories, and learning about 
the world…  There is just so much to see, so much to explore and so 
much to take in and I've only got one chance to do that. I would like to 
push myself while in the Amazon because I know this might be my only 
chance to do so. I [intend] to make deep connections with the people 
and the nature that we will be surrounded with. I will try new things 
(either food, art, meditation etc. ...). I will connect with nature as I did 
when I was a child. I will embrace it, I will let it take over my emotions 
and my body. I will reflect, pause, breathe, touch, smell, taste, see, 
listen to everything around me, and gain a better understanding of the 
world and of myself. I will try to speak Spanish... I will find peace; I will 
learn more about the people I am travelling with. I will remember their 
names! And I will get through this journey with my group as a 
community. (LG, Course Blog, May 2015) 

I feel like when we will be in the Amazon, we will get that sense 
and feeling of just ‘being human’. I feel like nowadays, in a first world 
country like ours, we forget what 'being human’ is. When I talk about 
being human, I think about the feeling in our body that we don't feel 
necessarily on a daily basis. The ‘goose bumps' for example when we 
feel something truly extraordinary that our body reacts to it. I feel the 
sense of being human is to be one with nature and having the constant 
search for the unknown. But honestly I don't really know what that 
‘being human’ sense will be, until I feel it and that's the moment I am 
longing for in my travels. (LG, Course Blog, May 2015) 

Personal growth: Essentially, I seek personal growth and cultural 
immersion. Find a way that pushes my comfort levels and makes me 
break out of a shell that I may have built around myself. To experience 
the macro and micro of this magnificent place and connect to it on a 
deeper emotional level. To push myself to do something that I would 
not do on my own. To absorb the cultural standards and rituals that are 
shared and extended to me, and to take away a deeper level of 
understanding about them. To find out something about myself that I 
have never observed before. To take my personal experiences and ideas 
and create a series of multi-media paintings (using photos, sketches, 
painting etc.) from them. To develop deep friendships among my fellow 
travelers/cohort. To learn to listen more than I talk. To welcome in new 
intentions for my new career going forward. To take the lessons of the 
Amazon and use them in new ways in my work and personal life. (JT, 
Course Blog, May 2015) 

A means to better one's self: Who am I as an artist?  What subject 
matters interest me the most?  I look forward to the process but 
honestly I am stressed out about this. I have put high expectations on 
myself which is unfair and I need to be less concerned about the product 
and more open to the joy of discovery. I look forward to having my quiet 
times of reflection. I find that in my busy day-to-day life, I cloud those 
moments of stillness with my phone, Facebook and socializing with 
friends and I wonder why I have bad dreams all the time. I feel the 
Amazon's oxygen is going to fuel some clarity, both professionally and 
personally. (KC, Course Blog, May 2015) 
I specifically chose the Amazon to tend to a child-hood dream. I have 
always been concerned about the environment on a global scale but 
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never thought that I could make a difference alone. I will be challenging 
myself to hopefully get over my extreme arachnophobia, and leave with 
a new fire for my career. I want to inspire people to make a difference 
while studying abroad. To not just think of studying broad as travel but 
also as a means to better one's self, to take what they have learned and 
be able to creatively educate and create positive change. I hope to be 
able to balance work and pleasure. I want to experience Colombia's 
spice. I am a hot sauce junkie and an extreme foodie so I look forward 
to eating the local cuisine. I look forward to practicing my Spanish; …I 
am going to enjoy being guided on this trip, not having to stress about 
planning excursions myself. I intend to be present at all times and 
connect with my newfound friends. (KC, Course Blog, May 2015) 

Academic Motivation 

Pure logical thinking cannot yield us any knowledge of the empirical 
world; all knowledge of reality starts from experience and ends in it. 

(Albert Einstein,1954) 

 

 

For many of the research respondents the fact that they could receive upper level 

university credits in addition to being able to travel and experience something that could 

open the door to personal development was a strong motivator to enroll in the AIFS. As 

noted earlier, the interdisciplinary nature of the course was also a draw for many 

participants. 

Interdisciplinary 3000 course:  I've heard from other students that 
have been on this trip that it is a unique opportunity to expand my 
learning strategies. I think this will be very helpful going into the next 
few years and it will help me get more out of my program. I also think 
that the nature of this being an interdisciplinary field school will help me 
learn techniques used by students outside of [my] discipline that may 
be adapted later on. (KD, Course blog, May 2015). I wanted to get my 
required 3000 course done early in a class that I thought would be 
interesting and somewhat related to my area of study; [and gain] a 
general understanding of Colombia and its areas and ways of life. (KD, 
Survey, Nov 2016) 
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Course credits: I wanted to have a unique experience in the Amazon 
while collecting course credits towards my graduation. I didn't have any 
expectations going in to it. (JR, Survey, Nov 2016) 

Upper level credits: I needed upper level credits. I just wanted to 
experience everything!  (LC, Survey, Nov 2016) 

Academic setting: I wanted to experience travel in a group academic 
setting while obtaining high level credits (a requirement to my degree). 
I went in to the course with a very open mind, as I didn't know what to 
expect from the experience. My goal was to take in as much as possible 
from the experience. (TJ, Survey, Nov 2016) 

3000 level course: In order to graduate I needed one 3000 level 
course in my electives. I believed there was no better way to gain those 
credits than by going on a field school and being able to travel to a new 
place while learning; would be probably the most interesting way for me 
to get those three credits instead of sitting in a classroom. My goal was 
to be open to new things and to push myself outside of my comfort zone. 
I wanted to try things that, even though they made me uncomfortable, 
I did them anyways. (EB, Survey & Interview, Nov 2016) 

Wanting to learn: I was at the end of my time at Kwantlen and I 
needed to study and travel abroad in an academic setting. I did know 
that we were going to learn about environmental concerns, and political 
concerns of the country, I was excited about that because that's very 
important. I wanted to learn more about the cultures and sustainability, 
and global warming, and food, all of that stuff.... cultural stuff is what I 
studied, I had a focus in geography and sociology, and I wanted to learn 
it all…  (KC, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

 

Some respondents emphasized that the AIFS provided a structure and a safe 

way to experience a very unique place in the world. The faculty-led aspect of a field 

school allowed them to focus on the experience rather than worrying about travel plans 

and logistics; making it easier to explore with a group than on their own. 

Set schedule and structure: I wanted something different… I thought 
it would be a great way to get those extra credits and then have some 
amazing experience…  I was looking for something a bit more unique; I 
thought the AIFS was a great opportunity to get some real significant, 
different cultural experience, environmental experience; being out there 
in South America, which is completely different environment all 
together, and then get those credits… I needed life experience before 
going out into the real world, I wanted to get some life experience and 
I thought it was a great opportunity to do that because, you can go out 
and explore the world, but it's easier to do with a group than just on my 
own, and it was already structured, activities all planned…  It was a 
great opportunity to just get out and have some really unique life 
experience, so I thought this kind of fits the bill as being something 
different, something more unique than the other field schools. And being 
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that it was interdisciplinary, it also helped, because it didn’t matter what 
sort of background, like my discipline, where I came from. I think all the 
other ones [field schools] are much more focused, very specific 
disciplines…  So since I wasn’t part of any of those faculties or 
disciplines, this was the perfect one, cause, it was like “everybody’s 
welcome”; and so that made it a lot easier to get what I was looking for, 
that unique experience. I was definitely glad having a set schedule and 
structure, because I would have had no idea where to go or what to do 
otherwise, and we were be able to see so many different places…  At 
times, certainly I would have liked more time to relax, and reflect, and 
absorb a little bit more, because sometimes it was a very tight schedule, 
and I felt like I didn't get a chance to stop where maybe I wanted to. 
(JC, Interview, November 2016) 

Structured course: I was in my last year at Kwantlen, so I just decided 
I wanted to finish off my credits doing that. And then do a trip out of it 
too... just to see what it was all about, plus it's the Amazon and not 
everyone gets that chance to go, especially with a structured course, 
and the right people to show you what you want to see. (PJ, Interview, 
Nov. 2016) 

 
Photo © E. Gress, 2015. Reproduced with permission. 

One’s destination is never a place, but a new way of seeing things. 

(Henry Miller) 

Lefebvre (2000) argued that the conceived space, le conçu, is the dominant 

‘space’, the realm of logic, tied to mode of production; it is the mental construction that 

supports the occurrence of action. In that sense, the examination of participants' 

conceived experience is helpful in understanding how students conceptualize the field 

school experience and what the impetus is for students to enrol in the AIFS. 
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The narratives presented in this chapter reveal that many participants were 

looking for something different. Some were craving an experience that would challenge 

them, that would push them beyond their limits, which would challenge their fears, and 

also push their limits of understanding of the world. Some were searching for a sense of 

belonging, and time to reflect and think. The fact that they could do this under the 

relative safety of an academic structure that is faculty-led gave them the confidence to 

venture into the unknown, to step outside their comfort zone; it gave them a safe place 

to break personal boundaries. For most, a key driver to signing up was not so much 

what they would learn academically, but rather, what they would learn about themselves. 

The next chapter presents the participants’ stories of contextual encounters with 

the place and with people.  
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Perceived Experience: Encounters with PLACE 

Adventure is a path. Real adventure – self-determined, self-motivated, 
often risky – forces you to have firsthand encounters with the world. The 
world the way it is, not the way you imagine it. Your body will collide with 
the earth and you will bear witness. In this way, you will be compelled to 
grapple with the limitless kindness and bottomless cruelty of humankind – 
and perhaps realize that you yourself are capable of both. This will 
change you. Nothing will ever again be black-and-white. 

(Mark Jenkins) 

 
Photo © E. Gress, 2015. Reproduced with permission. 
 

Lefebvre (2000) views the perceived space as a dimension of human practice, 

grounded in the experience of place. For Lefebvre (2000), the perceived space or ‘la 

practique spatiale’, is the physical realm of everyday reality. By place, he means specific 

concrete physical space, directly experienced and ‘observable’. 
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“Place is where the action occurs, where characters are formed and live out their 

stories and where cultural and social context play constraining and enabling roles 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 8)”. “…Our identities are inextricably linked with our 

experiences in a particular place or in places and with the stories we tell of these 

experiences”. (Marmon Silko as quoted in Clandinin & Huber, 2010, p. 437). 

As discussed in the previous chapter, many students were looking to experience 

something new and unfamiliar in Colombia, some wrote about searching for their place 

in the world, longing for a sense of belonging. 

Sense of place: I'm quite intrigued with my sense of place. I've been 
searching and beginning to discover it within our society, and I'm 
curious to experience the Bogotá -Colombian sense of it (locals' sense 
of it and my own foreigner's) and of course the Calanoa sense of place, 
role, purpose, and responsibility. Where do I fit within Colombia? (CJ, 
Course Blog, 2015) 

Belonging: We are all searching for a sense of belonging. In this 
journey you need to really pay attention to the little things and compare 
and contrast. How do you feel in the city vs the Amazon and why? (KC, 
Course Blog, 2015) 

For some participants the experience of place starts the minute they step off the 

plane, leaving the comfort of the known and the familiar behind. After a long flight south, 

we arrive in Bogotá, Colombia; as with the Amazon, for many people thoughts of 

Colombia engage the imagination and fill our heads with images of a wild and lawless 

place, controlled by renegade drug lords. While Colombia and Bogotá of today are quite 

different from the Hollywood stereotypes, and Bogotá is a modern, world-class 

cosmopolitan city of eight million people, it is culturally quite different than most North 

American cities, and English is not generally spoken. 

Culture Shock: The big thing that hit me initially was going through 
the airport and nobody speaking English… coming from North America, 
everyone pretty much speaks English to some degree. And I guess 
coming from North America, we kind of see ourselves as the center of 
the universe and everybody should be speaking English, and then you 
go outside of that, and you’re like “why are they not speaking English?”. 
That’s the 1st thing that really hit me. I definitely, certainly judged 
people and judged the places when we got there initially… comparing 
and holding them to the standard of North America. That’s sort of how 
I think I felt at the time, thinking “why is everything not the same as it 
is here?” It was just so different, different way of doing everything… 
foreign for me. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 
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Discriminated: When we arrived at the airport, I felt like we were sort 
of discriminated [against] because we were Canadian. Which was 
interesting, I had never experienced that kind of delay before just 
because of where I was from; and having to pay a tax was strange 
…because Canadians are stereotypically awesome. Canadian travelers 
are welcome everywhere in the world, but we weren't there, that's how 
I felt; and it made me think of why, why are we not welcome here?  
What did we do?  So, it was just interesting to feel that way, I have 
never felt that way before... (KC, Interview, 2016) 

Spatial Encounters 

Nothing is as satisfying or as liberating or empowering, as walking out 
that door, away from all that is familiar and safe. It shakes things up. 
Travel is one of the most powerful ways to change.... to see things 
differently, to ‘really smell the coffee’, and to look at your own world 
through fresh eyes when you return.  

(Susan Swartz) 

Urban Flavours 

 

Streets of Bogotá 
Left: photos © Lisa King, 2015. Reproduced with permission. 

As an introduction to Colombia, the students first spend a few days in Bogotá 

exploring and experiencing this vibrant city and immersing themselves in the Colombian 

culture. They have the opportunity to visit historical sites, cultural institutions, and places 

of academic interest. Guest lectures by local experts, complement lectures by the 

instructor. They get to experience the food, the music, the smells, the streets, etc. Most 

importantly they are immersed together, a way to get to know each other and to prepare 

them for the journey ahead.  
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Eye Candy: I have been in Bogotá for four days, and I cannot get 
enough of this city. The people, the view, the Spanish language and the 
food are incredible. I didn't know there would be so much architecture 
in Bogotá, that was interesting. In Canada, I find the architecture to be 
plain, old Canadian architecture. Perhaps it is because we are a young 
country, but I find in comparison to other places in the world, it lacks 
variety. Every district of Bogotá has a different style. Colourful housing, 
buildings inspired by various countries in Europe from the days of the 
Spanish invasion, huge brick buildings with unique shapes; it really is a 
plethora of eye candy and thus a photographer’s dream.  
So, 8 million people, I couldn't believe the size... when we went up to 
the mountain top, I couldn't believe how far it goes, it's just as far as 
your eye can see. The first thing I noticed when I got off the airplane 
was the amount of graffiti on the walls of overpasses and buildings, 
some of which were covered with huge, gorgeous murals. It makes me 
gawk in awe. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2015 & Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Lens perspective: Our exploration of Bogotá begins and my camera is 
alongside to capture many of these new experiences. I find myself 
discovering beautiful angles to capture Bogotá. It’s funny how a camera 
lens can help you see the beauty in what surrounds you which might not 
always be visible at first glance. By using my camera for the first few 
days, it really opened up my eyes to looking at Colombia in what I would 
call the “lens perspective”. Looking at the world in a way that you see 
its beauty by changing your angle or perspective; seeing small details 
or zooming out to take in the whole frame. Something that is not always 
beautiful at first, can be [seen] in a way that changes everything. …with 
my eyes but also my mind. Taking in new information along my travels 
in its immediate context and later reflecting on how it can relate to the 
big “picture”. Oppressing my initial ethnocentric impressions and seeing 
Colombian culture for what it is. Then later, taking away the beauty or 
insight from those experiences and reflecting on it from a worldly 
perspective. Take the graffiti in the city for example. My first (North 
American) impression immediately wondered if it is legal to tag in 
Colombia. After being surrounded by this art for a few days I begin to 
develop a new appreciation for it. The extensive murals and expressive 
colours really add to the city’s often dull and brutalism building facades. 
The murals and tags bring life to the city, showcasing artistic talent or 
even societal and political views. Without the graffiti the city would look 
boring and too refined to suit the Colombian culture. (TJ, Reflection, 
2013) 

 

While some respondents were struck by the physicality of the city, the streets, 

the graffiti, the architecture, others wrote about the cultural aspects; some finding 

differences, and others similarities. 

Exploring the city: I went out for walks at night in Bogotá, just after 
we all got back and before going to bed… initially with a couple people, 
we went around the block, and then I wanted to go explore further, so 
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I did go out by myself for walks around the city a couple times at night. 
I just wanted to go out, and experience, and explore, and see what it's 
like at night. I knew if I just followed landmarks; I knew the big office 
buildings, I recognized the logos, and so I knew my way around enough 
that I could find my way back. That was amazing for me because the 
streets were empty; which is unusual for me, because coming from 
Vancouver, it’s always busy, unless it’s 3 o'clock in the morning, and it’s 
the only time that it's quiet. There weren’t many people out, and I never 
had an issue; I was worried a little bit maybe, but I figured that if I can 
do that here in Vancouver downtown Eastside and go through Chinatown 
and not have to worry about issues, I thought, oh I’ll be fine… May be I 
should not have done that, but I did, and I never had any issues… I 
mean, maybe it’s because the area that we stayed in was a little bit 
nicer perhaps, but it certainly opened my world view for sure, and 
challenged my expectations of what Bogotá would be like… (JC, 
Interview, November 2016) 

Different culture: The culture of Colombia was one that I really didn’t 
know –I thought it would be a bit more like Spain – and it’s not – sure 
they speak Spanish, and there are some similarities, but that’s it …it 
was my 1st trip to south America – my only trip so far -  starting in 
BOGOTÁ, I thought it was amazing - just meeting with people, seeing 
the difference in culture, seeing how - you know the mix of old and new, 
in the sense that old culture. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Finding similarities: I think the biggest thing that I took away in 
Bogotá was actually the similarities with some of the big cities that we 
have in North America. I was actually going there with the expectation 
that it would be quite different, in terms of not only the architecture, 
but also how people led their daily lives. That was interesting for me to 
see that it was actually quite similar to big cities here in Canada or the 
US. (DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Familiar: I was not surprised that Bogotá felt familiar, because the 
modern part of the city reminded me of Toronto and the older part of 
Bogotá reminded me of the old towns in Europe that I have visited. Now 
I associate the idea of travelling to other South American countries as a 
positive and safer endeavor than I originally thought it would be. I feel, 
looking back, that my trip didn’t really start until we reached Leticia. 
(KD, Reflection, 2015) 

Strangers: Arriving in Bogotá, I found it interesting that the more 
wealthy people were, the less likely they were to smile and engage with 
the (obvious) tourists that we were. This was quite visible in the wealthy 
areas and shopping malls, where people were more likely to be focused 
on their electronic devices than being engaged with those around them. 
Those in the less economically sound areas (particularly around 
Candelaria and downtown) and in many cases some of the older people, 
seemed more willing to speak to us, to explain the ways of Columbia to 
us when we seemed unsure. Given that there was a language barrier 
between us, we all seemed relatively willing to try to communicate - 
even if it meant using crude "sign" language. Although Vancouver also 
has a cross-section of income diverse neighbourhoods ...it's been my 



110 

experience that most people (particularly if they live in the suburbs) feel 
uncomfortable speaking with strangers in our less fortunate parts of the 
city. (JT, Course Blog, 2015) 

 

Some of the respondents highlighted specific sights in Bogotá that were 

especially memorable and significant for them; for some, those experiences seemed to 

lead to deep reflections, helping them gain a different perspective. In particular, many 

participants commented on visiting the Gold Museum, the Botanical Garden, and the 

Sanctuary of Monserrate. 

Gold Museum 

 
Gold Museum, Bogotá 

The Gold Museum in Bogotá contains the largest collection of gold artifacts in the 

world, preserving archaeological collections that are the heritage and pride of 

Colombians. Together with pottery, stone, shell, wood and textile pieces, the exhibitions 

invite the public to explore the relationship between people and objects (Banrepcultural, 

2017). 

Important moment: In the Museum of Gold, in that room that you go 
into and everything is dark, and then you hear the music, and you see 
the stuff on the floor... I think that was also a very important moment. 
The tone of the music, the chanting, and the acoustics all had something 
to do with it… it hits a certain part of you... you get a tingling up your 
spine, something of a tribal feeling... I don't know how to describe it... 
it just awakens you to open your mind; obviously it helped being in a 
dark room and closing your eyes; it opens up your mind to another 
world… So I think that definitely was important, a preliminary moment 
that helped to open up, to begin to grow, to peel back the walls that 
have been built up and opened me up to more deeper reflections. (JC, 
Interview, November 2016)   



111 

Mind boggling: The stunning collection at the Museo del Oro [Gold 
Museum]  in Bogotá is mind boggling. The colour of the gold has an 
intensity to it that by North American standards looks “fake”. We’re used 
to seeing our gold watered down and this looks artificial to us. I wonder 
if this carries over into so many other things in our culture. We’re so 
used to having things diluted, gentrified, censored, or modified to fit the 
blandest palette that I wonder if we have lost touch with our 
surroundings. (JT, Reflection Blog, 2015) 
I had no idea how important gold, salt, and water was to that country; 
you know, we don’t study it very much. And that’s why I thought it was 
really beneficial to go to all of those museums in the city itself; just to 
see… to get caught up on their history, to see their cultural aspects, 
some of their superstitions, every culture has them of course, but it’s a 
different perspective, and of course such a cross-section of people in 
South America. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

 
Botanical Garden 

 
José Celestino Mutis Botanical Garden, Bogotá 

The Botanical Garden of Bogotá is Colombia’s biggest botanical garden. It 

promotes environmental sustainability and environmental education, as well as serving 

as a research center with emphasis on Andean and Paramo ecosystems (Botanic 

Gardens Conservation International, 2018). 

Protecting the environment: Thinking back, the botanical gardens [in 
Bogotá] definitely was important for me because it really brought out 
my values of ecology and of trying to protect the environment, and I 
guess trying to create a better world. Growing up around gardens and 
plants, working with my hands, planting that seed and actually seeing 
it grow; being able to create something and seeing the fruits of your 
labor, comes from background and from my father. Tying in with my 
family, I was like, “I wish I could share this, I wish I had more people 
to share it with”. Sure I was there with a bunch of other people, but [I 
was thinking] “I wish I could have brought more people with me”, you 
know, more people that I knew would love to be here; “I wish I could 
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fly them over here tomorrow”. That was an important moment for me. 
(JC, Interview, November 2016) 
Also, it really tied in well with [our visit] to that non-profit [organization] 
Tropenbos International... that was great, and I think it really tied in 
well with a lot of the stuff that we had been learning about ecology and 
supporting the environment, and just creating something better. Maybe 
it was just the theme of Bogotá, there were all sorts of examples about 
how we can work together with the local cultures, with the environment, 
and make something better. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

 
Monserrate 

 

Monserrate, Bogotá 
Right: photo by KD, 2015. Reproduced with permission. 

Monserrate is a “meeting place between faith, nature, and culture” (Santuario de 

Monserrate, 2018). Named after the Catalan mountain Montserrat, Monserrate has 

become the symbol of the Colombian capital. Perched at the top of a mountain that 

dominates the city center, rising 3,152 metres (10,341ft.) above the sea level, sits a 

Basilica built in the 17th century, with a shrine devoted to El Señor Caído ("The Fallen 

Lord") and a sanctuary dedicated to the Virgin of Montserrat (Our Lady of Monserrat). 

Already considered sacred in pre-Columbian times when the area was inhabited by the 

Indigenous Muisca peoples, a place that invites inner reflections, Monserrate is a 

pilgrimage destination, as well as a major tourist attraction (Santuario de Monserrate, 

2018).  

A sense of observance: I have never felt completely comfortable at a 
place of worship. Being agnostic I feel uncomfortable with the idea of 
walking around a place where so many people believe something that I 
view differently. But at Montserrat, I felt a sense of observance walking 
off the funicular. For a split second I was caught off guard, the whole 
top of the mountain surrounding the church felt like sacred ground. (KD, 
Reflection, 2015)    
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Synchronicity: Religion is clearly very important to Colombians. 
Monserrate was a church high up in the Andes and I was amazed at how 
many people were climbing up the steep slopes just to stand outside the 
Catholic church (there wasn’t any room inside). We took the gondola up 
the 3000-meter mountain side while others, including grandmothers 
and small children, hiked. What could possibly compel someone to make 
this exhaustive trek up a mountain to fight throngs of people Sunday? 
How powerful can faith be for people?  Don’t they have chores to do? 
This visit would take an entire day for most. There wasn’t a parking lot 
full of cars at the top for the congregation to spill out into as they discuss 
whether they should go to IHOP or Denny’s after. Their dedication 
amazed me.  
 Then a really cool thing happened. Mary and Jesus we were told, 
are black in Colombia. Catholicism and Amerindian beliefs merged. The 
black Madonna, the female, represents mother earth and always comes 
first, and black Jesus, representing masculinity and the sun, always 
comes second. Being female in this part of the world appears to have 
value. Being an agnostic, I’ve always struggled with organized religion 
and their followers. In fact, I believe I’ve had a quiet disdain towards 
people of faith and their places of worship. My experience with church 
had only been through the TV as a backdrop for horror movies and 
extremely distressing situations. But when Marlene asked if I wanted to 
sit before the black Madonna, I felt honored. I was brought to a seat in 
what felt like an alcove. I couldn’t see anything and I had a sense that 
we were alone. I wondered why no one was there in that space. Getting 
here was like getting a beer at a Canucks game between periods. I could 
have asked I suppose, but I decided to refrain from analyzing and 
imagined instead that we had been invited; we were special guests 
being prepared to receive a gift; perhaps an answer to my existential 
angst, or even better, a cure?   
 The congregation sang a hymn in Spanish to the tune of Sounds 
of Silence by Simon and Garfunkel. I thought of my childhood friend that 
passed at the (cursed) age of 27. It was our favourite song and we sang 
it often and badly. It was kind of an odd song to resonate with a couple 
of teenaged girls; I’m pretty sure we didn’t even understand the 
message at the time. I imagined she was there with me singing along 
and being proud of me. I was not the only one who was touched by the 
song. Our debrief included a fantastical lecture/discussion about how 
the song can be linked all the way back to Napoleon (and further had 
we had the time). Walt Whitman was a romantic poet whose work 
inspired this song and appeared several times throughout the trip. I 
noticed that a Walt Whitman quote appeared on the front cover of [a 
classmate] notebook. Robin Williams also cited Walt Whitman in Patch 
Adams on the in-flight movie from Bogota. I wonder why the universe 
was using Walt to speak to us?  The concept of synchronicity and how 
everything is a fluid connection to history, knowledge, and the human 
experience became the thread of my journey. Nothing, not even me, 
exists in a vacuum. (OT, Reflection, 2013) 
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Entering the Amazon 

 
Leticia – Gateway to the Amazon 

Gateway to the Amazon:  From [Bogotá], we fly down to the lower 
part of the county to a smaller city called Leticia; often called the 
gateway to the Amazon. This city is half in Colombia and half in Brazil 
and across the water is Peru. Here the climate change from Bogotá’s 
balmy, Vancouver-like weather to hot and humid. Bogotá is very high 
up so the temperatures remain fairly cool. The heat of the Amazon will 
be a challenge for my body, mind and my electronics. I say bring it on!  
From here we will be taking a boat up the Amazon River for three hours 
to our base in Calanoa, truly inside the rainforest. I am humbled about 
this even as I write. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2015) 

 

Leticia has approximately 33,000 inhabitants and is located on the Amazon River 

at the point where Colombia, Brazil and Peru come together in an area called ‘Tres 

Fronteras’. It is Colombia's southernmost town; a supply town and one of the major ports 

on the Amazon River. From there, the group travels by boat 60 km up the Amazon River 

to Calanoa. Many of the research respondents commented on their first impressions 

arriving in Leticia and entering the Amazon. For many, Leticia is where the full 

experience really started. 

Not surprised: I was not surprised that Bogotá felt familiar, because 
the modern part of the city reminded me of Toronto and the older part 
of the Bogotá reminded me of the old towns in Europe that I have 
visited. I feel, looking back, that my trip didn’t really start until we 
reached Leticia. (KD, Reflection, 2015) 

In another place: Flew into Leticia yesterday and travelled the city. I 
am in love with this place. I totally fit in. (KC, Blog post, 2015).  
In Leticia, that's really when the trip started for me. Really at that point 
I felt like I was in another place; I felt like it was brand new. I mean, I 
hadn't been to Bogotá before, but I have been in large cities and I think 
a lot of cities are similar, lots of people…  I think we needed that time 
to gel and meld before we went in and experienced the emotional stuff. 
Had we gone straight to the Amazon we may not have gotten the same 
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experience. You feed of each other's energy, everybody's excited to see 
all these new things and you're learning; we had some speakers come 
and teach us about Colombia as a country, their history and struggles 
and stuff, and that was important. I felt l it was more of a schooling then 
sightseeing. Leticia was like a market town and super walkable, and 
everybody seemed to be relaxed.... it was hot... And then we started 
shopping for our stuff and I was really excited about getting my boots…  
Leticia was... 'now you're adventuring', you're going off the street and 
into the bush and trekking, and my sensory overload was... awesome. 
I felt like the trip really started when we went into the Amazon area, 
because that's where I really grew as a person. (KC, Interview, Nov. 
2016) 

Where am I?: Leticia was probably where the eye opening really 
started. The first thing that comes to my mind was on the plane, flying 
into Leticia, and looking and seeing nothing but trees and green, and 
thinking to myself 'where am I?' ...obviously I knew on a map before 
where we were going, flying on the cusp of the Amazon River, on the 
border of Peru, Brazil and Colombia…   but I think just going through 
that experience of flying into a small, little town or little city of Leticia, 
and seeing that it was really the rainforest…  and going into the 
rainforest, that was a big eye-opening experience for me. It was actually 
quite extraordinary, that feeling that I had, to be so distant from home. 
This was the first time I've actually done something like that, in terms 
of transformative travel, where you're really far away; and that's where 
it really hit home how far away I was. Bogotá felt very similar [to here] 
and it was more about getting to know the people, whereas Leticia, that 
was 'OK now I'm actually in this experience’... (DJ, Interview, Nov. 
2016) 

Never felt unsafe:  Going to Leticia and arriving in the airport was a 
really interesting experience for me …it was this little airport that was 
so busy – It struck me because this was an entry point to the country, 
just how tiny this airport was and what a challenge it must be for the 
authorities to just keep things running, and being sane. You know the 
volume of traffic going through this little place, and it just seemed to 
work, it was all relatively smooth. I never felt unsafe in that country, 
even though when you get off the plane in Leticia, they’re all heavily 
armed and they’ve got the drug dogs and the whole bit, but I never felt 
unsafe. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

A wall of heat: And then of course just the heat wave, holy moly, 
getting off the plane, just like a wall of heat, like I have never 
experienced, it just slams you… it’s quite a bit different. (JC, Interview, 
November 2016)    
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For some of the respondents, experiencing first-hand the effects of climate 

change and the increasing severity of the seasonal flooding was particularly noteworthy 

and cause for reflection. 

 
Flooded streets 
Left: photo © Lisa King, 2015. Reproduced with permission. 

Resourcefulness: The first day we were in Leticia we went for a tour 
of the town. When walking through the town we heard about how the 
locals deal with the rising and lowering of the water level during the 
changing seasons in the Amazon. Diego told us that approximately 
every 30 years the water is as high as it was when we were there, which 
was about a metre higher than the average high water height. What he 
then told us was that the unusually high water had happened 3 years 
ago and that this water height was very unexpected so soon after the 
last one. This, as Diego pointed out, is a direct sign that global climate 
is changing, and not for the better. Diego then explained the innovative 
ways that the locals deal with these high waters. One is to make wooden 
walkways to get around without having to get into the water. These 
were fun to walk on and also a big of a challenge and balancing act when 
two people were going opposite ways on a single plank. The locals 
seemed very comfortable using these walkways and very courteous to 
let others pass by before using them themselves. (KD, Reflection, 2015) 

Rising Waters: The hustle and bustle of [Leticia], this supply town and 
military base, contrast with the great expanse of coffee-coloured water 
running smoothly alongside. One can be lulled into thinking the river is 
safe, yet the trauma of rising waters caused by climate change is 
proving to be too much for many villages here. Seasonal flooding is an 
expected outcome here with little in the way of riverbanks to stem the 
rising waters, but it’s happening now with unexpected frequency. When 
we visited, Leticia’s waterfront was modified with makeshift bridges – 
planks of wood covering a drowned commerce area, and we saw a lot 
more of this as we travelled up river, visiting villages that were half 
underwater. …What I saw was the water lapping high into the nearby 
shops and low-lying areas, threatening to steal people’s livelihoods. 
Both sights were unexpected and a little disarming. (JT, Reflection Blog, 
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2015). I now have a much better appreciation of the way the floods and 
the droughts work down there, and how fragile the whole system is; 
nature is very strong but we mess with it all the time and it really felt 
fragile and fearful at the same time. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

 

For other participants, watching thousands of parrots gather for the night in 

Santander Park, right in the center of the town, was a surreal sight and an unforgettable 

concert. 

Surreal experience: One of the most surreal experiences for me was 
going to the ‘parrot park’. I remember being in awe of the amount of 
birds flying overhead and into the trees. At one point, a small group of 
us went to get a better view of the sunset and you could see a trail of 
the thousands of parrots that were still making their way to the park for 
the evening. They were also other birds, egrets maybe, that were 
descending on mass into the trees, silhouetted by the sunset. The 
majesty of it really sank into me, just how expansive, grand, and 
beautiful this place was. It was so great to be able to share that 
experience with my peers. (JR, Focus Group, Jan. 2017) 

 
Santander Park, Leticia 
Photo © Lisa King, 2015. Reproduced with permission.   
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First connection: When we were in that park and all of the birds came, 
and there was thousands of them in the trees and it was just so loud, 
and you could barely hear yourself think. That was the first connection 
I had with the nature side of the Amazon and how powerful it is; and 
the connection that those birds had with that place, I thought that that 
was very interesting too…  (DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Man and Nature: We are in the heart of Leticia, Colombia; the locals 
watched us, the ‘gringos’ as we wander the streets, looking for some 
kind of meaning, sign, direction, before we entered: The Amazon. As 
the natural light started to fade, the sound of thousands of little parrots 
started to swarm in. We were told that every evening, these beautiful 
little birds gathered in the centre of the city, in a nice little communal 
gathering park that young children, musicians, artists and ‘gringos’ 
frequented. But to us, the birds seemed like nothing but a swarm of 
flies. They were so fast, so noisy, so many and so coordinated. They 
flew through the trees so smoothly, that nothing could distract them... 
It was as though Man and Nature were in accordance in the little town 
of Leticia. Something I had never quite experienced before. (LG, Photo-
elicitation, January 2017) 

Hitchcockian manifestation: I was reminded of Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs and knew that I was close to the bottom at this moment. I was 
hot, thirsty, tired and sore, and the humidity moistened my lungs. For 
whatever reason, either through resignation or awe, the parrots lifted 
me from my silent agony. As we walked towards the park where 
thousands of parrots roost at dusk, I could smell their thousand-year 
ownership. The ground, I imagined, was stuccoed with bird shit and 
coloured feathers that no human intervention would be powerful enough 
to prevent. Ha! I thought take that mortal humans. I smiled at the fact 
that these people did not try to displace the birds and now we had this 
amazing opportunity to witness nature put her foot down and screech 
at the top of her lungs. What would the GVRD do if this happened at 
home? I felt my body begin to cool down and my anxieties retreat as I 
sat on the park bench with my colleagues and gazed at the sky in 
wonder. I knew I was entering a new chapter of the trip and felt 
rejuvenated.  
 We waited for the bus at a church. This was the third church we’d 
seen, and I noted how open they were. Not only were the doors not 
locked tight, but there didn’t seem to be any doors at all. Inviting and 
comforting, it simply sat waiting for it to be needed by a wandering soul. 
How wonderful is that? Churches, in my perception, had been an 
exclusionary and judgmental doctrine that opened up on Sundays for 
sinners stupid enough to believe in impossible characters and events. 
Strangely, sitting there on the front steps, I almost felt like I understood. 
I discovered in myself that I too need to connect with a higher power. I 
just haven’t been able to buy into the personification of that power; but 
watching the Hitchcockian manifestation of that power unfold was the 
encouragement I needed. For the first time on the trip, I engaged with 
the others for hours as crickets and geckos did what they do just inches 
from our seats. I was purposefully trying to build connections; it was 
time. Tomorrow we visit a shaman and I was starting to feel giddy. (OT, 
Reflection, 2013)    
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The parrot experience: Seeing and experiencing the jungle in Leticia 
itself was great… especially the parrot experience and the museums, 
and learning about the difference between the people of northern 
Colombia and southern Colombia, and all the different tribes… and even 
though we got a little bit of a taste [of the jungle] in Leticia, it was 
different again when we got on the boat and going up the river, and so 
it felt like another adventure was starting. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

 

For many participants the boat ride to Calanoa was a pivotal moment, allowing 

them time to reflect on where they were and how far they had come to be in this place, 

at this moment. 

 
Boat to Calanoa 
Photos © Diego Samper, 2014. Reproduced with permission. 

Powerful energy: There is an energy that settles into your body when 
you arrive in the Amazon region. I wonder if it’s the close proximity to 
the equator, or just the powerful energy of one of the world’s greatest 
rivers. Ironically, this river is misleading; the river feels serene and calm 
in the area where it lines Colombia’s coast. At the docks in Leticia, I 
expected great rushing torrents of water pushing towards the Atlantic 
Ocean thousands of miles away. Instead, I saw what appeared as gentle 
as a small brown inland river – the colour of ‘café au lait’ – filled with 
small and large wooden canoes bustling to get somewhere. The colour 
comes from the mud, a slippery, sticky concoction of mostly thick clay, 
thick and wrapping itself around our boots and whatever else it came 
into contact with (JT, Reflection Blog, 2015). 

The river was not as wide as I expected; we hear about the 
Amazon being this massive body of water and I supposed it is in places; 
but there it seemed very calm, it seemed very small; the geography and 
flatness of the area surprised me. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Anticipation: Time is curious here. It doesn’t seem to exist on a clock 
face, but rather in terms of readiness to move on. Our boat ride to 
Calanoa was delayed due to various hiccups, and we spent the last hour 
traveling in the dark in another thunder storm. Today was a crazy day; 
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and writing it down does not give it justice. We are actually travelling to 
the heart of the Amazon rainforest in a big canoe in a thunderstorm. I 
feel a sense of quiet as my focus is outward. I feel an acute sense of 
being alive. I feel my heart beating, my lungs wheezing and I am hyper 
alert to all that is going on around me. I can sense the anticipation in 
others; the long trip sparking conversations from deep within the soul. 
I hear the chop smacking the bow of the canoe as thunder rumbles 
22,000 feet ahead of us. Perhaps we will get to sleep directly underneath 
it. (OT, Reflection, 2013) 

Reciprocity: The canoe ride, in which we rode down the middle of the 
Amazon River on our way home to Calanoa, symbolizes reciprocity. I 
remember when we were in the canoe, [another student] stated that 
being in the center of the river made her feel small. I completely agreed, 
I looked around and it occurred to me that we were very tiny and not 
as important as we would like to think; the Amazon River could have 
swallowed us whole in that moment and everything would still be so 
beautiful. …this experience made me realize that I am not the center of 
the world therefore I should give to others; however, I am also 
important so I should allow myself to receive; reciprocity. (AC, 
Reflection, 2015) 

Disconnected: On the 3 or 4 hour boat ride up the Amazon River was 
where I started to really feel it hit home with me; the disconnect from 
home was really starting to come to surface even further. I felt like in 
Leticia there was a lot of people still, there was still a lot of influence 
with western culture, there was stores, buses, cars; whereas now when 
we're going into Calanoa, up the Amazon River, it was really 
disconnected …and you're on a boat that is taking in water…  So I think 
that was one of the biggest experiences for me, on the way into Calanoa. 
(DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

A warning: Moving up river away from the towns, you begin to feel a 
different energy – an energy that is rare in this day and age of 
civilization and ‘progress’. One might argue that the energy one feels 
here is that of Mother Nature warning us to be respectful, to be careful; 
warning us that our careless global actions are no match for her 
devastating power, and what you see in the Amazon villages are people 
who understand this. In contrast, many parts of South America are 
suffering from severe drought like much of the mid-and-western parts 
of Canada and the United States. Food insecurity for many in the 
Amazon basin is a reality in these times of changing weather patterns. 
(JT, Reflection Blog, 2015)   

Pushing boundaries: What I loved about this trip, the fact that every 
time we shifted locale, it was a new experience, and usually one that 
was going to push the boundaries of what your expectations were. (JT, 
Interview, Nov. 2016)   
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Calanoa 

 
Calanoa Natural Reserve 

The field study site, Calanoa, is a private natural reserve located at the very heart 

of the Amazon forest and on the banks of the Amazon River, 60 km upriver from Leticia, 

beside the Amacayacu Natural Park and close to Indigenous villages of the Tikuna, 

Cocama, Huitoto, and Bora people. 

Calanoa Natural Reserve is a 125 acre, low-impact, small-scale, self-sufficient 

settlement. The building of the settlement has been a laboratory for natural and 

sustainable architecture, research into traditional techniques, local materials, wood and 

natural fibres, raw earth and ceramic, landscape architecture, alternative energies and 

water treatment. A collection of tropical fruits, medicinal and various Amazonian plants, 

as well as hundreds of hardwood trees and palms, provide food, fibres, and building 

materials. A grid of trails and wildlife observation towers facilitates the study and 

contemplation of the forest for researchers and visitors (Samper, 2012). 

Some participants commented on their impressions of being at Calanoa. 

Reconnecting with nature: Once we arrive at Calanoa, I see the 
“numbness” fade more and more with each passing day. I have a new 
presence in my experiences and start to see the beauty in what 
surrounds me. I find that being disconnected from media and 
reconnecting with nature has helped me develop an aware presence to 
the beautiful world we live in. (TJ, Reflection, 2013) 

The design: I love the spaces we were in at the Nature Reserve, how 
they designed the [buildings] in response to the environment, and how 
open and yet enclosed it is with having those screens and not having a 
lot of walls. I've never really thought of that because here, it's too cold 
for that'. (KD, Interview, Nov. 2016)    
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Calanoa: Our home for the next eight days will live inside me forever. 
It is a part of me now, I’m sure of it. Although difficult and 
uncomfortable, Calanoa is where the learnings solidified. Here is where 
I let go of my idea of what independence is. Diego and Marlene’s vision 
of the purpose of Calanoa is inspiring.  
 A few days into our stay at Calanoa (after several tarantula 
sightings) … we were just going to have to live with it. And we did. We 
showered with two frogs every day, dodged a centipede that lived in the 
sink, and allowed the ants to set up camp. I never would have guessed 
that we were capable of living with the animals. We no longer resisted 
the fact that we could not live separately from them like we did at home. 
And guess what? it was far less work to surrender. Even the relentless 
heat and mosquitos seemed to recede to the background. It is 
empowering to know that our capacity for discomfort can be challenged 
and be forced to grow without ill effect. Yes! (OT, Reflection, 2013) 

The Amazon: Forest, River, & Sky 

The clearest way into the Universe is through a forest wilderness.  

 (John Muir, 1938) 

 
The Amazon Jungle  

The Amazon is the world’s largest and most biodiverse tropical rainforest; 
it is also a vital carbon sink, regulating the global climate and influencing 
rainfall patterns. It absorbs vast amounts of carbon dioxide and generates 
20% of our oxygen, serving as the heart pump of the Earth’s climate. The 
Amazon is the source of life for much of our world. There’s no greater 
natural treasure on Earth. (Amazon Watch, 2018) 
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For many of the research participants, the power and energy of the Amazon 

Rainforest was undeniable. Many remarked on the power of the landscape, and found 

that being immersed in such an omnipresent place gave them a connection with nature 

they had never experienced before. 

The wilderness: Looking back there was a trail of different moments 
that opened me up to growth, but I think the more powerful experiences 
definitely were more related to the Amazon; being in that quite different 
and strange environment; it’s just something about the jungle, it's like 
primordial, it’s the wilderness…  (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

Unmistakable: The energy of the Amazon River, the jungle and its 
location near the equator offers a powerful energy and it's difficult not 
to feel it - touching each of us often in different ways. The purity of the 
place, the way that people understand just how much they rely on the 
gifts provided by the planet for survival, the dangers and sheer beauty 
experienced every morning is unmistakable. (JT, Course Blog, 2015) 

Fantasy or reality: The trip to the Amazon ignited a different thought 
in me, a thought that I had been toying with for a while. It’s the idea of 
fantasy versus reality. I’ve always been the kind of person who has a 
tendency to get easily immersed into fantasy worlds. Getting lost in a 
book or a film is such a pleasant break from the responsibilities and 
stresses of everyday life. It does however make me wonder why fantasy 
worlds are so much more appealing than real life. I recently heard 
someone reference a poet who refers to this era as the age of 
disenchantment. I feel as though that poet has hit the nail on the head. 
There is such a loss of the mysticism and mystery in our modern world. 
We seem to rely on science for every explanation. Even in modern 
religion the notion of a God or God’s seems rather commonplace, it 
doesn’t tend to invoke the sense of awe that it perhaps did in the past. 
It makes me sad to think that the beauty of this universe has been 
rationalized and made mundane. I almost feel guilty knowing that I 
would much rather be at Hogwarts than Kwantlen. When we went to the 
gold museum in Bogotá, I recall thinking how sad it was that all this 
beautifully crafted artwork was so distinctly separated from its original 
mythology and culture. Who decided that hanging it up against white 
walls would be the best way to display it? For me is created a disconnect 
between the mythology and history of the gold, and the gold itself. As 
we toured through more museums I found myself hoping that nothing I 
ever create would end up in a deadly silent, plain walled, museum.   
When I was in the Amazon, however, I felt as though I had stepped onto 
the brinks of simultaneously experiencing the intrigue of fantasy while 
being in a reality. …it gave me hope that reality could be as awe inspiring 
and adventurous as fantasy. (JR, Reflection, 2013)    
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The Forest 

The rainforests hold answers to questions we have yet to ask. 

(Mark Plotkin) 

 
The Amazon Rainforest 

Enmaniguado: 'To be entangled ... devoured by the dark forest.' -- 
Diego Samper (with a wondrous, wistful smile while riding the canoes in 
search of pink dolphins). What more can I say? I wish to be devoured 
by life. (CJ, Course Blog, 2015) 

The Screaming Tree: While walking through an Amazonian forest we 
came across the “Screaming Tree” …we were instructed to touch the 
tree and to think about something that was weighing us down that we 
wanted the tree to take from us, which was accomplished by us letting 
out a good scream. The relief felt after releasing the bottled up emotions 
was noticeable, I actually felt weight fall off my shoulders. This taught 
me to not keep things bottled up and to express myself and share my 
troubles with people I trust, from the experience I know it will only make 
me feel better. (AC, Reflection, 2015) Touching the 'screaming tree' and 
letting out all the negative emotions was therapeutic, and a positive 
experience. (AC, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Myth and legend? Walking through the jungle in a torrential downpour 
was another moment where nature seemed to be on the verge of myth 
and legend. (JR, Reflection, 2013)   

First Amazonian rain: We had just been dropped off on our way to go 
visit the shaman when it started to bucket down rain. I think it was the 
first time we had been truly exposed to Amazonian rain and we all 
decided to embrace the phenomenon and get soaked. [This] 
represented to me the group’s willingness to throw ourselves into new 
situations, and experience and share those moments together as a 
community. (JR, Photo-Elicitation, Jan. 2017) 
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Our first jungle hike: As the group slowly accumulated at what I 
assumed to be the shaman’s residence, the Amazonian sky showed us 
what it does on what we soon learned would be a very regular basis. 
There was a puff of wind, the sky turned black, and the rains came. I 
had been so hot for so long that I welcomed the reprieve. It was heavier 
than even my imagination could envision, and rivers instantly appeared 
beneath our boots. The thunder and lightning drowned out our giggles 
as we surrendered to the drenching. “Welcome to the Jungle,” played in 
my head as the rain drummed in perfect time. (OT, Reflection, 2013) 

 
Jungle Hike 

Perceiving through feel: Our first jungle hike was surreal; we were 
actually following a shaman through the Amazon jungle as he sang, 
made bird calls, and shared stories of the earth. We balanced on felled 
logs that bridged rising creek beds. We slipped up and down steep, root 
gnarled slopes. We sank deep into the mud. One might assume that this 
should have been the most difficult part of my trip, but it was far from 
it. Physically, yes, it was challenging as I felt to find solid footing with 
each step. I sensed others were anxious for me. How does one navigate 
a tricky trail without sight?  Somehow, it didn’t matter. Feeling the earth 
beneath my feet gave me a sense of connection to the jungle that could 
not happen had it just been described to me. I had an obscure urge to 
walk it barefoot; to feel the mud squish between my toes and to ditch 
those cumbersome boots. It was certainly easier and more natural than 
walking the streets of Bogotá and Leticia. Sight was not a requirement, 
and I could perceive my environment through feel. I didn’t have to 
experience the moments through someone else. (OT, Reflection, 2013) 

Discovery: There was one hike in particular in the Amazon led by Elvis 
that was my favourite hike of the trip. He had so much knowledge of 
each plant and animal, as well as gave us demonstrations of certain 
phenomena. He had no fear when banging on the side of a tree with a 
bullet ant colony just so we could see them come out and protect their 
home; he got fresh water and ginger water from two vines that, to me, 
looked indiscernible from any of the others around the area. [I wonder] 
if [our] First Nations have a sacred tree, much like the indigenous 
Amazonians have their Ceiba tree? Would it be the Red Cedar, or 
something else common to our area?  (KD, Reflection, 2015)    



126 

 
Exploring the Jungle 

Encounter with a tarantula: There were quite a few moments from 
the trip that stand out quite vividly for me, because they were just 
moments where I was scared but then I overcame it. It taught me that 
even though you're scared, it's going to probably benefit you in the end 
to just face it. I talked about [my fears] of [spiders and of seeing] a 
tarantula, and then we saw that big tarantula… stuck in my face…  By 
the end of [the trip], I was kind of like, okay this is what you asked for, 
you have to deal with it now, and then ever since, it's kind of like okay, 
it's not that big of a deal anymore. Now, whenever I see a spider back 
home, I kind of don't really care anymore because of that one significant 
moment in my life. (EB, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

 
A small number of the participants had the opportunity to zip line in the Amazon, 

and for some that experience seem particularly unforgettable and significant. 

Zip Lining through the Amazon: A great moment that always stands 
out for me was zip lining through the Amazon. That was amazing for a 
few reasons, I mean, seeing the sunset over the Amazon River in the 
top of the jungle was just breath taking, one of those moments that 
you're like ‘wow’, it just makes you appreciate the world that we live in 
and what we have in terms of this Amazing Earth…  Also because having 
a fear of heights, fear of falling… it was a huge moment for me, it freaked 
me out…  I had never done anything like that before; it was a first for 
me. It was amazing because just going through that, pushing through 
that fear… I could feel myself at the halfway point climbing up the tree, 
my muscles starting to shake, they were so tense and so tired, and then 
just pushing through that, and keep going… you’re like “there’s nowhere 
to go but up”, literally, just kept going and pushing through that fear 
and then, just realizing, it was worth it “I made it”. Certainly, that was 
a major highlight for me. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

Climbed up the giant tree: Another strong memory that I have was 
when we climbed up the giant tree; I'm not really a height person and 
that was another thing that I wouldn't normally volunteer to do. I knew 
I would only be there once and because it made me scared that's kind 
of why I wanted to do it. (EB, Interview, November 2016) 
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Zip Lining in the Amazon 

A very unique experience: Zip lining was so different and unique than 
anything I've ever done [before]. It was just a very unique experience 
overall, and it gave me the opportunity to push through an 
uncomfortable situation and get the reward at the end of it, like seeing 
that sunset over top of the rainforest there, and getting that moment…  
There was only a handful of us that ended up going there, so that small 
group of us, we all know that we went through it together and we all 
pushed through it together. We all had the same sort of experience, you 
know, “we made it” and we’re alive… just being able to have the 
opportunity to push through fear and come out on the other side 
stronger, was a take away for me. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

 
Forest Bathing 23 

Into the forest I go, to lose my mind and find my soul. 
(John Muir, 1901) 

 

                                                 
23 The Japanese custom of shinrin-yoku or ‘forest bathing’, refers to the practice of immersing 
oneself in the forest environment. According to Japanese researchers, forest bathing is said “to 
lower heart rates and blood pressure, reduce stress hormone production, boost the immune 
system, and improve overall feeling and wellbeing” (Livni, 2016). 
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A number of participants highlighted the jungle walks and being immersed in the 

forest, as a positive experience for them. (Also see Chapter 9) 

The jungle walks; getting back to earth, getting back to our roots, 
that's something very important to me. Being able to not only see the 
world, but to feel it. Also, that the jungle treks led us to a destination, 
to a local tribe. (LG, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

The hikes: [Something significant for me] were the hikes through the 
Amazon - It was interesting to see wildlife and things that were so 
foreign to us. (EB, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Hiking: Daily hiking and physical activity [was a positive experience for 
me]. (JJ, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

The teaching on hikes: Diego and Marlena’s teaching on hikes and 
especially river boating, was helpful to better understand the 
environment. (MJ, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

The jungle walks: I most appreciated our jungle walks and our cultural 
immersion. (JR, Survey, Nov. 2016)   

Get immersed into the jungle: [It was important to try] to leave our 
egos at the dock as we immersed into the jungle. (BK, Survey, Nov. 
2016) 

 
The Pulse of the Jungle 

The loudest silence I ever experienced  
(Anon, AIFS reunion, 2015) 

The Amazon is a symphony for the senses, from the ever-changing qualities of 

the light, explosions of colors, and the sounds of the forest. For some, the omnipresent 

rhythm and sounds of the jungle was noteworthy.  

The symphony: I have been fascinated by the sounds in the Amazon. 
At night, it starts with the frogs (well the sounds never actually end but 
they are more prominent at night time), then the crickets get added into 
the mix, and this is where the symphony begins. Then we start to hear 
the night owls. Then some other creatures like snakes, and even falling 
leaves of branches get added in like drums …during the day, I noticed 
this sort of wave that came in and out from about 8am to 1pm. It started 
off with just one louder, I'm going to call them crickets, it started with 
one "alpha" cricket, then thousands of others started their sounds 
together for about 30 seconds, then it would die off. I would instantly 
notice this change. I just found the sounds in the jungle, at first, were 
very distracting. Then as the nights went on, I was mesmerized by 
them. (LG, Course Blog, 2015)    
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Night orchestra: During one of the first nights at Calanoa, I awoke 
around two a.m. The view from my cozy mosquito net draped bed was 
of the river, facing southwest and the moon was full, trying to free itself 
from the tangle of the jungle foliage between us. I slipped out of bed 
and stood next to the large screen enclosing the end of the cabin, taking 
in what I was seeing. Up until this point in time, it hadn’t hit me that we 
were now deep in the Amazon and that I was seeing something that 
many people would never have the opportunity to see. The rhythmic 
calls of the night orchestra, played by frogs, owls, night birds and other 
creatures filled my ears. Looking through the screen at the full moon 
reflecting its white pock-marked face on the river, I thought about a 
remarkable statement made by William Anders, one of three Apollo 8 
astronauts who were the first men to orbit the moon. “We came all this 
way to explore the Moon, and the most important thing is that we 
discovered the Earth” (Maj. Gen. William A. Anders, USAF (ret.) after 
photographing “Earthrise” on Christmas Eve, 1968). (JT, Reflection 
Blog, 2015). It just felt so quiet and so peaceful – that was the first 
moment that I really felt connected to the planet. I’ve never felt like this 
before and I can honestly say that I never felt like that anywhere else 
that I’ve travelled. I think it’s because of the isolation – you know when 
we get away from all of the hubbub of our daily lives – at home I just 
feel like the noise never stops and there it did. I mean there, even 
though the nature sounds continue [all night], it didn’t feel the same, 
that was calming; there’s a kind of harmony.  
The absolute best moment for me for that was the night we came back 
along the river, it was starting to get dark, we were getting back just at 
sunset, I closed my eyes and I was just listening to the sounds. It 
sounded almost like an orchestra, there was a rhythm to the sound, that 
was something I’ve never heard before; and it was just chillingly 
beautiful. I think that was the big picture for me, the real feel, that 
connection to mother nature, the connection to the earth and how both 
strong and fragile it is at the same time. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Noise & Peace: For those of us much stirred by outside commotion (I 
suppose this is all of us, and we just react in different ways (I retreat)), 
this trip into the Amazon is a taste for the potential of life, for the 
rainforest is at once a cacophony of noise and perfectly peaceful. (CJ, 
Course Blog, 2015) 

Soundscape: I decided that I would create a soundscape. This was my 
project, and I spent a lot of time recording everything from monkeys 
and frogs to Maria’s singing and Diego’s lectures. At night, while tucked 
into my mosquito netting, I would listen to what I had recorded that 
day. I realized that I had not recorded anything that wasn’t interrupted. 
My jungle noises were filled with giggling, singing cabin mates, boat 
motors and static. Other clips were littered with sounds of people 
slapping mosquitos, coughing (me), sniffling, and shifting in discomfort 
on the hardwood benches. Feeling a little frustrated that I couldn’t just 
walk into the forest to avoid all unwanted noises, I tried to look at it 
differently. My recordings were actually a very accurate compilation of 
what my experience was. I began to hear things the way my recorder 
did and instead of feeling irritation to the unwanted noises, I began to 
notice them. For example, the birds started screeching to signal a boat, 
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slapping skin signaled the onset of mosquitos, silence signaled 
exhaustion from the group, and singing signaled joy. I was feeling 
connected to my environment. There was a certain beauty that I found 
in the sounds I heard---even the bizarre, intrusive ones. It was 
information about my surroundings that I normally ignore. (OT, 
Reflection, 2013) 

Night Watch 

As part of the field school experience, students have the opportunity to partake in 

guided night walks, and also to sleep in hammocks deep in the forest away from the 

lodge, accompanied by a local shaman. For many participants, this was a very 

memorable experience. 

Night hikes: While in the Amazon, we took turns doing night hikes and 
armed only with headlamps that shone only a few feet ahead, leaving 
us at the mercy of our wonderful and patient guides to get us through 
unscathed. With the sense of sight partially disabled for the moment, it 
was interesting to note how our collective sense of smell and hearing 
heightened. We became intensely aware of the smell of fresh monkey 
urine, the rhythm of the frog orchestra as it played on endlessly, the 
crack and thump of branches falling to the jungle floor. We lacked the 
experience of our guides who could interpret the intense languages 
spoken in the jungle by the insects, amphibians, birds, monkeys and 
jaguars who hunt at night when it’s cooler and prey can’t make them 
out so easily. It was scary and exhilarating at the same time, and was 
a good reminder for me – the reminder that fear is sometimes only a 
surface emotion that keeps us from living our lives to the fullest. I for 
one, decided long ago that I won’t pass through life living a diluted 
experience. I plan to enjoy the bright colours. (JT, Reflection Blog, 2015) 

Scary but an amazing: Sleeping in the jungle was amazing, a little 
scary but an amazing experience - not too many people can ever say 
they did that. I slept like a log - it was amazing - that sense of being 
surrounded by all of this nature and potential danger, but I never felt 
unsafe, especially with Elvis; he was like our ‘big’ guardian angel. (JT, 
Interview, Nov. 2016) 

A sense of adventure: Spending nights out in the forest with [our 
guide] Elvis, [gave me] a sense of adventure and immersion in nature. 
(CJ, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Hearing nature: Sleeping in the jungle, and hearing nature was a 
positive experience for me. (JZ, Survey, Nov. 2016)  

Respect for Mother Nature: Hiking through the jungle, exploring the 
forest in the night, and sleeping in a hammock in the middle of the 
rainforest was significant for me. (DJ, Survey, Nov. 2016) Something 
I’ll remember about this trip 5 years from now, definitely will be the 
experience with Elvis out on the boat or in the middle of the night 
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fighting Mother Nature. I gained some major respect for Mother Nature. 
(DJ, Reflection, 2014). One of the most amazing experiences I had in 
the Amazon, was during the night sleeping in a hammock on the wooden 
platform in the forest with Elvis by our side. The memories are still 
significant for me as I reflect today, because it was the one time on the 
trip I really felt fear. The darkness, the sounds of the rainforest, Elvis 
telling us he smells a snake and the rain as our tarp fell and we had to 
raise it up using our arms as the water was coming down so hard, etc… 
That was actually a very scary thing. Fear is something that makes us 
all stronger and despite having a sense of fear, I was surprised at my 
ability to get up and act, specifically when we were woken up by the 
tarp falling in the middle of the night. It showed me the power of water, 
and it showed me the power of nature, in a split second it can change 
the environment very quickly. That experience was probably one of the 
biggest I had in the Amazon. (DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016 & Double-entry 
journal, 2017) 

Relaxing and positive: Sleeping in a hammock in the forest was the 
most relaxing and positive thing I had done in a while – despite the 
various spider friends & anxiety; I am not a fan of spiders being close 
to me… a few surprised me - but I dealt with it. (KC, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Glad I did it: The thing that really caught my attention and made me 
want to go on the trip was the night I would be able to sleep in the 
Amazon Rainforest in a hammock. I was extremely excited about it; 
however, it wasn’t as great as I thought it would be which wasn’t 
devastating. I’m glad I did it because it was an experience and now I 
have a story out of it…  This taught me that that’s just how life works 
sometimes and it’s better to have the experience than regretting not 
taking the chance (AC, Reflection, 2015) 

 
The River  

 

The Amazon River 

The Amazon River is a highway, providing routes of communication and 

transportation; it is a lifeline for the people living along this major artery. It is also a 

powerful symbol of life, and holds much mystery and mythology for the people who live 

there.  
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Many of the students also found that being on the river was a time to pause, to 

escape the heat, and to reflect.  

Freedom: The boat [for me] represents that travel/voyage into a new 
and unknown environment, with only some idea of what I will find; with 
only very little pre-conceived expectation of what the Amazon will really 
be like. The boat also represents the vehicle with which we explored the 
Amazon, but also exploration of self. I did much self-reflection while on 
boat ride down the river. Being on water represents freedom and peace 
of mind for me. No ties to the land, freedom from life in North America, 
freedom of travel and exploration. (JC, Photo Elicitation, 2016) 

At peace: I didn’t feel as connected to the Earth or myself in the tropical 
rainforest as I did on the river. While canoeing I felt at peace, all my 
worries just vanished and I solely focused on the environment and was 
consumed by this awe-inspiring feeling of being alive. It allowed me to 
put everything in perspective by taking me away from everything that 
usually plagued my mind. (AC, Reflection, 2015)  

Escape: I started to enjoy the boat rides to and from locations the best. 
It was an escape from the heat, a quiet time to process events that had 
just happened, and a relaxing time to enjoy the motion of the river. (KD, 
Reflection, 2015)  

 
On the river 

The orange PFD’s: It’s also about letting go of one’s fears and 
eliminating what holds us back. This trip was ground-breaking for many 
of us, pushing us to overcome our fears of the unknown, all things 
poisonous, things that in our regular worlds we would not do. When we 
donned the orange PFD’s to get into the canoes, the fear seemed to 
leave us. The PFD’s that we wore in the canoes were bright orange for 
safety and visibility, but every time we donned them we knew we were 
going somewhere special, we were going somewhere unknown. On 
several occasions we travelled to areas where we came close to 
monkeys, sloths and (the best part) the elusive pink river dolphins. 
Coming back from these adventures, we were buzzing like bees in a hive 
for hours afterwards. (JT, Reflection Blog, 2015) 
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Eye opening: Because the water was so high during our trip we had 
access to the canopy while on the boats, which allowed us to view a lot 
of the animal life better and closer to us. Our trip to Natutama Nature 
Foundation really opened my eyes to what is going on under the water 
when we are on the boats and to what each season is like in specific 
places around the area. (KD, Reflection, 2015) 

 

 

River Adventures 
Right: photo © Lisa King, 2015. Reproduced with permission.  

For some students, being able to swim in the black lagoons of the Amazon River 

was something special, and for some, it was another opportunity to confront their fears.  

Exciting and invigorating: Swimming in the black water of the 
Amazon lagoon was exciting and invigorating. (KC, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

A significant moment: Swimming in the Amazon [river] was very cool, 
it was very murky, not knowing what to expect, just imagining all the 
creatures in the deep that could come up and swallow you… it didn't 
help watching river monsters to begin with... Looking back on it, I think 
that was a significant moment for me, again, just battling my fear and 
being able to push through it… even though it was bit uncomfortable, it 
was a growing experience…and that made me expand and grow my 
capacity. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

Scared: …swimming in the Amazon River, even though I was quite 
scared of it I tried to push myself to do that. (EB, Interview, November 
2016)     
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Sky  

 

The Amazon Sky  

The Colombian light (near the equator) is beautiful…  Being so close 
to the equator and when it’s not raining here, the intensity of the sun 
fades and works away at everything it touches. Age and “experience”, 
like that of many things (including people) creates a patina, a softness 
– taking away the hard edges and often creating new cracks that reveal 
what’s underneath. In 2013, I participated in a workshop [led by] a 
guest professor who posed the questions, “is decay a part of the natural 
order of things, or is it something to be cleaned up and 
removed?  Should the Sistine Chapel have been restored, or should it 
have been left to age naturally, eventually being returned to the 
soil?”  All very tough, very controversial questions guaranteed to stir up 
emotions in any circle. I’ve often thought about what we learned in that 
workshop, and even though I was able to see beauty in some pretty 
sketchy places beforehand, I always take a moment to think about [that 
question]. Old cities are a treasure trove of decay, and during this trip I 
was drawn to many images that I found at once to beautiful, sometimes 
sad, often unexpected, and always stimulating. (JT, Reflection Blog, 
2015)  
 
New fascination: I have found this new fascination for the sky since 
returning home. It sounds so silly, but until now, I have never really 
appreciated its beauty. Here, we have some amazing summer skies and 
every evening I find myself in awe, night after night. The beauty of the 
sky feels so humbling to me. Making all of my problems feel small and 
pushing them aside to just enjoy what is in front of me. I think everyone 
should experience these moments every day. It is a great way to bring 
your perspective into the present, not worrying about yesterday or 
tomorrow, but enjoying the “right now”. It does not have to be a 
particular thing like the sky; it can be an object, a place, or even a 
person. Just something, that acts as a sanctuary for you. It puts you at 
peace and gives you a time to reflect on our beautiful lives. (TJ, 
Reflection, 2013)    
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Stormy Skies 

 
Stormy Skies & Spirit of Adventure 
Left: photo © Diego Samper. Reproduced with permission. 

Experiencing the stormy skies of the Amazon, especially the rain and the 

thunderstorms, was particularly impressive for many of the research participants. 

Adventurous moment: Well I definitely loved the thunderstorm when 
we were going from Leticia to Calanoa; that was amazing! Yeah, just 
being able to get out there and sort of look out the front of the boat and 
see the storm; that was really cool, it was one of those awe inspiring 
moments... of seeing Mother Nature... very very cool!  …The energy of 
that whole experience, the whole environment, the atmosphere…  I 
think it was just a great moment, one of those of adventurous moments, 
and you’re like yes “we went through the storm” …  (JC, Interview, 
November 2016) 

Wished I had sat under the tarp:  It was 9 am and my clothes were 
already sticking to my skin as we strolled down the cracked streets 
towards the riverbank. I caught up with the rest of my study abroad 
group and jumped into our boat. We were finally leaving the city of 
Leticia and onto the Amazon portion of our trip. The boat was basic, 
built out of wood with a tarp roof and a single motor in the back. We 
later referred to these as the “pecka, pecka boats”, as that was the 
sound of the little outboard motor. I sat right in the front, away from 
the tarp’s shelter to stifle any chance of seasickness. As we entered the 
mouth of the river, the wind picked up. My sunny spot at the front of 
the boat soon clouded over with storm clouds. The contrast between the 
reflected water and the dark sky was perfect and I pressed down the 
shutter of my camera. I took pictures of everyone, of the nature around 
me, of myself, my boots, the boat, until I felt a raindrop hit my hand. 
One drop became two, and soon my camera was stuck under my flimsy 
plastic poncho as rain pelted my face. At this moment I wished I had 
sat under the tarp. I was soaked and cold. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2015) 

Feeling of doubt: With our boat loaded for our trek upstream some 60 
kilometers to the Calanoa Reserve, I suddenly felt a feeling of doubt. 
This was a slow boat, a four-hour journey up river and even though this 
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canoe was built for the load it was carrying, it seemed insignificant given 
the large expanse of water we were entering. A large storm front loomed 
in the distance and we were thankful for the meager but sufficient 
covering most of us and our stuff. We did indeed get soaked as the 
storm front hit about 90 minutes into our 4-hour journey. Those of us 
at the front of the boat got soaked right to the skin through our cheesy 
lightweight rain ponchos. I remember being disappointed that I wouldn’t 
be able to shoot pictures in the slanted downpour, but it DID make me 
focus on being in the moment for the next few hours. Less sturdy canoes 
loaded with families and supplies slipped by us, some covered with 
tarps, some with passengers sporting umbrellas, all hugging the 
shoreline. It became clear that this was how the locals moved along 
their watery highway, and as we passed huge billboard-style “road 
signs”, I had to smile. Taking in the warm rain, feeling it soaking my hat 
and running down my face, it was almost comical. Those of us in the 
bow were unusually quiet as we sat through this very special moment. 
No internet, no distractions, just the sound of the canoe’s large motor, 
the rain beating against the plastic tarp roof over the boat, and the 
sound of silence. It was beautiful. (JT, Reflection Blog, 2015) 

When it rains it pours: The first night that we were in Leticia, we were 
at the hotel, it was after dinner and everyone was just hanging out, and 
we're just talking and just being in everybody's company, then the rain 
started coming, and it was the first experience of an Amazon rainfall, 
and that was really profound for me. I think just the gravitas of the rain 
itself. It's not a small rainfall …when it rains it pours in the Amazon. It 
was almost a kind of foreshadow, it created some imagery…  it's kind of 
cleansing, it was very refreshing that experience to be soaking wet but 
it's so warm out still, and you're just being cleansed by the Amazon 
Rainforest, and it's not just you, it's for miles around. Once the lightning 
started and the power went out, then there was a bit of fear that came 
in too, a little bit of angst and anxiety, thinking “what am I getting 
myself into” kind of feelings. Then, people did some yoga in the rain and 
really embraced that experience of being in that kind of downpour. (DJ, 
Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Yoga in the rain, and feeling part of nature in a lightning storm was 
invigorating. (JZ, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Something otherworldly: Our boat ride to Calanoa was the beginning 
of simultaneously experiencing the intrigue of fantasy while being in a 
reality. The pouring rain, the sky flashing with lightning, the thunder 
roaring, and the fireflies flickering in response. There was something 
otherworldly about it. I experienced a similar reaction when we were 
boating down the Amazonian tributary at night, listening to the 
resounding chorus of frogs, and seeing the stars, almost as if for the 
first time. I have never seen stars like that before. There were clusters 
of stars, all twinkling brighter than I thought was possible. It struck me 
that at one point in time you must have been able to see stars like this 
all over the world, before there was any light pollution. It’s almost sad. 
(JR, Reflection, 2013)    
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Night Sky 

  
Photo Elicitation: Left: photo by AC, 2015. Right: photo by KD, 2015.  
Reproduced with permission.  

Seeing the clear night sky of the southern hemisphere, seeing the Milky Way like 

never before was a remarkable sight for many of the respondents. 

Blown away: One day while canoeing on the river, [someone] pointed 
out the moon in the sky and I was blown away by the sight of it. I have 
always had a strong admiration for the moon, which I often look upon 
from my bedroom window. However, as odd as it seems I was not 
expecting to see it there because that is something I associate with 
being at home. This was a very special moment because I didn’t feel 
fully connected with my environment until I saw the moon, it somewhat 
symbolizes me, and seeing it add another layer of beauty to the 
landscape made me feel like I fit in as well. It felt like a gift just for me 
and I hope to have many more of those moments in the future. (AC, 
Reflection, 2015) 

Calm: My favourite trip on the river was at night; a day when our boat 
trip was quite late and the sun had gone down behind the horizon 
already. Even though the drivers were anxious to get us back before 
night fell, I felt the most calm I had all trip. The vibrant blue gradient 
[of the sky] was beautiful to watch, as it gradually got darker and faded 
to black. When the last of the light had faded, we were still on the river. 
Our driver rode out into the middle of the river so we could use the 
current to go faster down the water back to Calanoa. Someone on my 
boat remarked that they felt very small on the water at that time. I 
agree with them. It was still light enough to discern things by the light 
of the moon but the horizon had ceased to exist making our 
surroundings all blur together making it seem like a watercolour 
painting. (KD, Reflection 2015) 

Awe-inspiring: Other major moment for me, definitely coming down 
the river at night, the clear cloudless sky and getting to see the Milky 
Way was amazing!  Seeing the Milky Way Galaxy at night in a boat on 
the Amazon river was awe-inspiring and reminded of how large a world 
there is beyond our earth. (JC, Survey, Nov. 2016) 
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Seeing the Milky Way:  You don’t really get a chance to see the Milky 
Way from up here too much, because it’s never really dark enough 
around here…  Just sort of brought me back to being a kid and thinking 
about space exploration, and wanting to get out there and explore, and 
see the world. That was very cool. Seeing the Milky Way at night was a 
very amazing experience… it just sort of reminded me how small we 
really are in the universe, and there's so much more out there... I 
haven't seen a whole lot of the earth other than through a television 
screen… there's so much more out there to explore and it reminded me 
how small we really are... I mean, I didn't feel small like insignificant 
and negative, like “we’re this tiny little nobody in the middle of the 
Galaxy”. It was more like ‘we spend so much time in our own little 
world’, in ‘our own little bubble’, everyone’s so busy busy busy here in 
North America; we’re all so busy going to work and busy with life that 
we forget to live it. It was just one of those moments that really 
reminded me that there's so much more out there to do, so much more 
‘life to live’; there’s so much more of the world to explore and to see 
and experience; there's so much more out there... it was just that 
moment feeling like ‘we get so caught up with ourselves’, and we think 
our whole world is like “this big fish in a small pond” … and that we get 
so caught up with that stuff that we forget there's like a whole ocean 
out there…  I think that was the moment of realizing that yeah, we're 
not necessarily the center of the universe, there's more out there, and 
we're part of it all. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

 

 
Sunset over the Amazon River 
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Social Interactions  

For Lefebvre (2000), the perceived space is where events take place and provide 

a framework for activities, exchanges, and social relations. Perception depends on the 

person. According to Schmid (2008), this concept designates the material dimension of 

social activity and interaction.  

 

Connecting: doing, sharing, touching…  

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Richard Kiely (2005) outlined five transformative 

learning processes from his longitudinal study of international service learning. He 

identifies ‘connecting’ as one of the five transforming themes. Kiely (2005) defines 

connecting as “learning to affectively understand and empathize through relationships 

with community members, peers, and faculty. lt is learning through non reflective modes 

such as sensing, sharing, feeling, caring, participating, relating, listening, comforting, 

empathizing, intuiting, and doing” (p. 8). As part of the AIFS, students engage in such 

activities as drawing, basket making, singing, dancing, nature walks, swimming, playing 

games, sharing food, and sharing stories, which according to Kiely (2005), all represent 

examples of connecting. 

Presented below are powerful and compelling narratives from research 

participants about their social interactions and experiences of connecting with the 

Colombian people, with the communities, with faculty, and with their peers.  
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Encounters with the ‘Other’ 

 
Photos © Diego Samper, 2012. Reproduced with permission.   

In 1982, Colombian writer Gabriel García Márquez won the Nobel Prize for 

Literature for his short stories and novels. In his acceptance speech, Garcia Marquez 

spoke of the myth, gold-madness, and bloody wars of Latin America that inspired his 

work. 

 …and if these difficulties, whose essences we share, hinder us, it is 
understandable that the rational talents of this side of the world 
[Europeans], exalted in the contemplation of their own cultures, should 
have found themselves without valid means to interpret us. It is only natural 
that they insist on measuring us with the yardstick that they use for 
themselves, forgetting that the ravages of life are not the same for us all, 
and that the quest of our own identity is just as arduous and bloody for us 
as it was for them. (García Márquez, 1982) 

Before leaving for the Amazon, a couple of students reflected on Garcia Marquez’s 

acceptance speech. 

A powerful message: What a powerful message and lesson for us all. 
This is a common problem no matter where we live or travel and one 
that I think we can learn from. When we stop judging people through 
our own narrow set of experiences and familiar cultural yardsticks, we 
open ourselves up to greater personal growth and ultimately create the 
opportunity to become better global citizens. (JT, Course Blog / 
Reflection, May 2015)  

Leave our cultural yardsticks behind: Does the yardstick always 
precede the sword?  It has precipitated much destruction. It is our 
responsibility, and our challenge, to leave our personal and cultural 
yardsticks behind. (CJ, Course Blog / Reflection, May 2015)   
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The Shaman24  

For a few of the research participants, their first encounter with the Shaman 

Gustavo was particularly momentous. 

 

Meeting the Shaman 

Encounter with a Shaman: To prepare for our first hike into the 
jungle, I pulled on my long sleeved shirt, mosquito pants, and thick 
rubber boots. I hoped the boots would be like Dorothy's magic slippers 
and that they would take me to another world. I had no idea what to 
expect. Many of us were intrigued by the visit to the shaman and our 
research uncovered many stories of magical cures, ancient knowledge, 
and vision inducing drugs that would profoundly change your life. Wade 
Davis (National Geographic anthropologist) likens the high from taking 
ayahuasca to being shot out of a canon and landing on a sea of electricity 
(I'll pass). I imagined the shaman's longhouse to be alive with mournful 
chanting, elaborate costumes, and a hint of disdain for our ignorant, 
western intrusion. Perhaps there would be shrunken heads crawling with 
tarantulas, pierced body parts adorned with bones, and a creepy energy 
so thick that my already compromised breath would be extinguished. I 
have never denied the extremes that my imagination is capable of.  We 
walked for what seemed like miles in the heat. My heavy, black, rubber 
boots filled with sweat and anticipation. We were on a paved path that 
passed by the odd hut and we eventually came across some people. 
…soon a couple of motorbikes appeared. Two at a time, we were ferried 
to the end of the path. It turned out that one of the men, dressed in 
casual, western attire, was in fact the shaman himself. I guess all great 
people are, for the most part, still people.  

                                                 
24 “The term ‘shaman’ is of Siberian origin and was defined for the first time in the French language 
in Diderot’s Encyclopedia. It connoted deceit and imposture (Narby and Huxley 2002). The term 
‘shaman’ as it is used today refers to a diverse group of practitioners, priests, and therapists who 
interact with spirits…  These ‘clair-audiants’ have the ability to discern sounds, voices, and 
melodies, enabling them to hear the world of spirits as well as they can see it (Piedade, 2013:318)” 
(Wastiau, 2017, p. 27).  
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At the longhouse, much was lost as the shaman spoke without pause 
and our translators could barely get a word in edgewise. However, I 
think I managed to receive a message from this regular dude. He 
enlightened us as to how his magic manifests. It is not through defying 
the laws of nature, but by communicating the laws of nature to the rest 
of the world. His ability to communicate by summoning people’s 
curiosity and sharing his knowledge is what makes him powerful. He 
welcomed us whole-heartedly. There was no disdain, but rather hope 
that we could spread his message about the plight of the rainforest. 
Basically, he is a teacher, and although his words were sensible, they 
still held a mystical energy in that hot, jungle longhouse. (OT, 
Reflection, 2013)  

The visit with the shaman took me to a deeper, spiritual place 
inside of me that had not had much action in many years. (OT, Survey, 
Nov. 2016) 

Connection: There's these certain moments throughout my experience 
which was, I guess, more profound than others. When we went and met 
the shaman in Leticia, that experience for me really [touched] my 
Indigenous side; I didn't really talk a lot, I was kind of just reflecting a 
lot. Listening to the shaman and looking at their lodge (Maloca) they 
lived in, where they have their ceremonies, and watching the people 
build the roofs while we were there…  Obviously, the first thing that 
comes to mind is the connection that I have with Indigenous culture. 
That was probably why there was connection for me with that; wanting 
to understand their way of cultural practices and ways of life, and 
actually, it was interesting and profound, because I saw a lot of 
similarities with how Indigenous peoples of North America live their live, 
in terms of some of the cultural practices and meanings behind the 
rituals that we have. So I think, that's what made it profound for me, I 
was able to make the connection with how Indigenous people of N.A. 
live their lives. Also the language… obviously I don't know First Nation 
language, and there's over 600 languages in Canada, but just in terms 
of the tone and the way it's spoken was very similar to the way I've 
heard the Ojibway people speak, and perhaps Musqueam language in 
Vancouver. So I think the connection was what made it profound to my 
life. (DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Significant: Meeting [the shaman] Gustavo was significant for me – A 
sense of wisdom from a place we don't acknowledge (forest, ancestors). 
(CJ, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

 
The People 

A number of research participants commented on their interactions with the 

Colombian people, and the authenticity of the experience. 

Language barrier: I am grateful for all the wonderful educators who 
took time out of their day to come and speak to us about the current 
Colombia issues and the history that it derived from. I felt embarrassed 
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that I did not know enough Spanish to express my gratitude and ask 
more questions. I did my best for what Spanish I knew. I enjoyed 
speaking and laughing with gestures and figuring out how to ask how 
much something was or if it was okay to take someone’s photograph. 
(KC, Self-Reflection, 2015) 

Not hiding: Something that I wasn't expecting, but was really 
impressed by, was how they dealt with the whole situation of people 
…they know how the world sees them, that [the world] sees their 
country as being a drug capital, and they own that history. They’re like 
“yes we know this happened”. I think that's really a commendable thing, 
they're not trying to hide it, they're not trying to say it didn't happen, 
they're saying “we know and we're fixing it, we're doing this, this is 
happening”. From the people I talked to, it's gotten a lot of support 
because they're not trying to hide it or do the behind the closed doors. 
(KD, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Authentic & inclusive:  I think one thing that I really loved about the 
trip is how many locals we met and the knowledge of our guides; how 
they didn't just give us the tourist trip, but more of an authentic version 
– “here's my city or my country, I'm very proud of it and I want to show 
you what it's really like”. Seeing not just the good parts, but also the 
political side like the mining, and hearing all those guest speakers 
owning their history; getting that deeper level, it's not just well ‘here's 
this museum that will tell you about things’. You actually get the 
personal experience from people. It was also really interesting because 
Diego and Marlene live partly here and partly there, we get to see that 
they really have an understanding of both sides, and I think that really 
helped being able to bring us into the culture and gain an understanding. 
So it was more inclusive rather than just telling us about things. (KD, 
Interview, Nov. 2016) 

The warmth: Oh, another big thing was when we were in Colombia not 
just the Amazon but the trip overall I just felt like there was a warmth 
from the people there that I haven't really experienced in sort of 
westernized culture back home or in the U.S., or whatever. And I sort 
of brought that back with me and now I feel like ever since that trip I 
feel more warm towards people whether I know them or not, I feel like 
it changed how I interact with people. (EB, Interview, November 2016)  

A universal way to connect: We arrived in St. Martin a few hours 
early, and were a little unsure as to where to go and what to do. We 
soon discovered that our lack of Spanish would not hinder us. Rather 
than being irritated by English speaking foreigners, the Tikuna people 
embraced us, undiscouraged by the language barrier. We bought crafts 
and sat around until a puff of wind signaled another rain storm. The 
craftspeople packed up and started running for cover. This was going to 
be a doozy if the locals are scattering. We followed, but not before we 
were completely drenched. Then the kids came out. Barefoot and 
laughing, they rolled in the puddles and stood under the overflowing 
rain catchers. Then a soccer ball came out and the game was on. The 
feeling of being a foreigner dissipated as the ball was kicked around. 
Play must be a universal way to connect. [One of us] stood in net while 
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the rest played a cheerful game of soccer against the local children. It 
was shoes versus shoeless, and both teams won. I sat in the bleachers 
and wondered how folks at home would handle a group of non-English 
speaking tourists. Would we offer the same hospitality?  Would we offer 
a means of connecting with them or would we be irritated by their 
presence?  What would most people do in this situation?  I thought 
briefly that our acceptance was because we offered the prospect of 
money, however, we had already bought what was for sale and they 
were still interested in making us feel welcome. It warmed my heart and 
I vowed to adopt this attitude at home if ever there was the opportunity. 
(OT, Reflection, 2013) 

Table turned: Travelling upriver to Calanoa and the villages 
surrounding it, I quickly realized that there might be even more of a 
language barrier but didn't want to make assumptions or jump to 
conclusions about anything and kept an open mind about what we might 
experience. While the people seemed more shy in speaking with us here, 
I realized that could very well be due to a lack of comfort with OUR 
language, or perhaps they've had negative experiences with tourists 
who expect to be "entertained", envisioning stereotypes of the Amazon 
and expecting them to be delivered, Disney-style. While it seemed a bit 
awkward that first day at Mocagua sitting in the stands during the soccer 
game, I didn't feel unwelcome. I felt more like an oddity to be studied 
and queried. I didn't mind this, it felt a bit like the tables had been 
turned and that we were giving of ourselves and not taking. (JT, Course 
blog, 2015) 

 
Photo by Saray Vega © Diego Samper, 2014. Reproduced with permission.    
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Our Guide  

For many of the respondents, meeting and spending time with our guide Elvis 

was especially inspiring and enlightening. 

 
Elvis 
Right: photo © E. Gress, 2015. Reproduced with permission.   

A friend for life: I think the hardest part about leaving the Amazon 
was saying good-bye to Elvis. …he brought balance and personal healing 
to my trip. In the short time we had together, Elvis really tried to teach 
me as much as he could, to show me his true connection to the forest. 
I think he connects on a different level. This is a rare type of friendship 
connection; a friendship where you can be in the same space together, 
never say a word and feel the communication current running through 
your soul. It is wonderful to find another person who can relax your 
mind, bring you into the present and create colourful splashes of joy 
deep into your heart. Who would ever want to disconnect from that?  
Separating brings sadness and longing even though it is taught that 
once you have a connection like this, you are bonded for life, regardless 
of distance. That is a lesson that I am learning. There is a reason he is 
sought after by all those who wish to understand the forest's soul. I 
really hope to find the means to return again as an alumni and I look 
forward to learning more from his teachings to bring me deeper into the 
forest's vibrations, to myself and the world around me. (KC, Course 
Blog, 2015) Meeting our guide Elvis is something that I can't describe; 
we bonded and made a lifelong friendship. (KC, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Remarkable: The nature walks and village visits hosted by our guide 
Elvis, were incredible. His knowledge of the plants, animals and 
environment and his teaching ability was remarkable. (JT, Survey, Nov. 
2016) 

Fascinating: I guess if I had to pick one thing that was amazing, I’d 
say it was spending as much time as we did with Elvis. I learned so 



146 

much from him, just seeing how he navigated through the jungle, how 
much he knew about it that was amazing, it was fascinating. I think that 
was really the highlight, the learning that we got from someone who 
actually lives and studies that world. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Amazing: There were certain moments through the experience in 
Calanoa that I had different reactions to personally, for example, going 
out on the water and watching Elvis; just seeing him in his zone in terms 
of catching the alligator out of the water, his eyesight, that was really 
cool to me... to see how amazing he is at being in that environment, 
and being able to spot things that my naked eye would not be able to 
see. (DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

 
Sense of Community 

 
Photos © Diego Samper, 2012. Reproduced with permission.   

Many of the research participants were struck by ‘the sense of community’ they 

observed in the Amazon. For some, this seemed profound and a trigger for reflection on 

their own connection with community. 

The true sense of community: We were lucky enough to have very 
knowledgeable people with us to teach us about the importance of 
protecting the Amazon Rainforest. We learned about Indigenous ways 
of learning and living and of course, about conservation, preservation, 
and above all the true sense of community. (LG, Reflection, 2016) 

A sense of community: There is a very strong sense of community in 
the Amazon…  Marlene told us that even though we as outsiders view 
the Amazon as paradise, it can be a very difficult place when nature 
takes away some of the bounty, or people lose their livelihood due to 
flooding or other man-made issues created far away. When one sees 
the earth as necessary for survivorship (Amazon) vs. a bunch of 
resources to plunder for short-term gain (our culture), it must have 
some effect on how we view ourselves - does this then spill over into 
our relationships with each other?  Perhaps in Vancouver, we see 
strangers and others in our lives as competition, something to be used, 
rather than as an important sense of community that grows strong 
through sharing and dependency on one another. (JT, Course blog, 
2015)    
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Feeling the connection: Our group and the people of Colombia, the 
Amazon and certainly the villages have shown me that it is possible to 
be happier with less. Watching the children of the village on the football 
field proved this to me. We are all connected. I can now feel the 
connection after living it, it came from the Amazon and the people – it 
was not there before we left Canada. (BJ, Reflections, June 2013) 

Community: One of the most memorable moments of the trip was 
when we danced in El Vergil with the people there. I had not felt that 
connected anywhere else, being a part of the group was the best 
experience and finding similarities between my culture and theirs, 
through music and wardrobe, made it even better. I’m not completely 
sure what this taught me but it resonates immensely in me, I believe it 
emphasizes the significance of belonging to a community. (AC, 
Reflection, 2015) 

 “The Community”: While at Calanoa we had the chance to visit the 
neighbouring village named Mocagua; they have the nickname of “the 
Community”. They have a tradition to play soccer at their field each 
Sunday and we were fortunate enough to be able to join them to play 
one Sunday. I was surprised with how much of the community came out 
to the field to play or just to hang out in the bleachers. Back home my 
neighbourhood is not that tightknit. We are friendly, but not friends. I 
was jealous of how Mocagua really embodied their nickname of “The 
Community”, then I realized that I have many communities, except they 
aren’t based on my location; they’re based on my interests. I attribute 
the difference of how my community is built versus how theirs is built 
to mobility. I have easy access to other neighbourhoods and cities 
because they are all quickly and easily accessed and because of our 
roadways, nothing feels too far away to get to. In the Amazon each 
village is relatively remote, with most being a hike away or accessed 
only by boat. (KD, Reflection, 2015) 

Family, community, and friends: The people in the Amazon protect 
two things: the forest and the community. They don't go to the town, 
they go to the community. The people belong to the land. Time is around 
them (not into the future or the past). Future is about family and 
community, growing (like the trees). Time is a spiral, not linear. No 
future tense conjugation, but they do have past (i.e. Colombia has roots 
in the soil…) As time passes, I feel that I understand these concepts 
more and more. Family, community, and friends are what's important. 
(JZ, Double-Entry Journal, 2014 & 2017)   

True sense of community: This amazing river directly cuts through 
three large countries and touches several more. But depending on where 
you choose to visit, your experience will be unique. I’ve read that if you 
want a more authentic and less touristy adventure, then it’s the 
Colombian Amazon that you need to see. The locals don’t speak much 
English, the food is distinctly local and very fresh, and the villages are 
simple but functional and represent that true sense of community that 
we seem to have lost in “so-called” developed countries. Life is hard 
here, but it’s also paradise. Just not the kind of paradise you’ll find in a 
5-star resort somewhere. (JT, Reflection Blog, 2015)    
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Amazonian Life 

For many of the participants, the opportunity to visit Amazonian villages and 

witnessing a different way to live was inspiring, especially observing ‘living with less’. For 

some, what they saw also challenged their pre-conceived ideas of ‘Amazonian life’.  

The Art of Conservation: Seeing in the villages how the people used 
old pop bottles, and how they re-purpose things, taking something that 
is garbage so to speak, and they managed to make it beautifully… 
brilliant, now that’s thinking! ...it was really an interesting lesson in 
‘waste not, want not’, you don’t need a lot of expensive stuff to do 
something functional you know, it’s really just how can we be ingenious 
in how we use stuff; that was pretty cool!  (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Don't need a lot: I really liked in the different villages, seeing how 
happy they are; they don't need a lot of electricity, they don't need a 
lot of stuff, they don't need to buy things, they can make things, they 
can recycle things, and how they've used certain things like recyclable 
plastic and made them into flower hangers that are actually really 
beautiful when the light hits it; you don't think about a bottle necessarily 
being that pretty until you put it into a situation like that, that's actually 
really pretty…  Seeing other things like the idea of putting wine bottle 
bottoms in the concrete to make it non-slip, it's such a small thing but 
it looks cool; it works and it's also reusing something that might not 
have been able to be reused. So trying to find things that we can do in 
our own house, that’s definitely something we can do…  (KD, Interview, 
Nov. 2016) 

Living with less: ...seeing people who are living with less and not living 
with so much excess as we do here, was kind of eye-opening. it made 
me more aware that the way we live back in Canada is not the way that 
everybody lives…  (EB, Interview, November 2016)   Being able to walk 
through the local villages was a positive experience for me because it 
allowed me to see a different way of living life. It opened my eyes to 
people who live minimally and still make do. (EB, Survey, Nov. 2016)   

Old meets new: Seeing the satellite dishes and internet connections 
was not a total surprise, since I had seen a bit of that in Fiji in the Late 
90's and understood the desires of the people to be connected to the 
rest of the world just like we do (JT, Course blog, 2015). …it was pretty 
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cool to see that, and to see the difference between old and new, the old 
culture meeting the new world and dealing with it, or figuring out how 
they were going to deal with it. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Challenged my expectations: You know, just to see how other people 
live outside North America definitely challenged my expectations, and 
opened my worldview. It was good to see how other people can ‘make 
do’ with not having all the luxuries that we have here, and [to see] how 
they live there, and just how friendly most people are; especially our 
guides, going around all the villages, everybody was pretty jovial, open 
and welcoming…  Not the ‘savage’ jungle that you might think it would 
be…  (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

Breaking stereotypes: I really enjoyed visiting the villages and seeing 
the difference between the one right by Calanoa and the craft village 
down the river [Macedonia], as well as the car-less town [Puerto 
Nariño]. It was a positive experience, because I never realized how 
people actually live in the Amazon. I'd had this stereotypical idea of 
Amazonian natives, and although many people do live that way, it was 
really cool to hear a Spanish translation of a Japanese TV show coming 
from a hut with a satellite dish in the middle of the jungle... (LC, Survey, 
Nov. 2016) 

 
Food Culture   

 
Guanabana fruit / Amazonian cuisine / Colombian sweets 

For the food lovers in the group, Colombian food was especially memorable. 

Important aspect of the culture: Food is a very important aspect of 
culture in Colombia. Famed for its Arabica coffee, and local libations 
such as rum and beer (also delicious) the diet is centered around corn 
and a starchy tuber known as manioc (aka Cassava root). Colombia is 
[also] a juice culture, with access to an incredible selection of exotic 
fruits. Our group fave was guanabana, a bit thick and white in colour, 
but so refreshing and much better than anything bottled. Colombians 
love their sweets. We tried a number of traditional desserts and savory 
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snacks – if you have a sweet tooth, this is the country to visit. Even the 
airline food snacks are rich and delicious, with coffee supplied by Juan 
Valdez himself. (JT, Reflection Blog, 2015) 

Food Lover: The food and fruit here is totally exotic. I have eaten fruit 
that I did not even know existed. All the food markets we have gone to 
are hyper local, and the country prides itself on that. I was shocked 
when I found out Colombian food is not prepared in a spicy way at all. 
Sauces are served with mostly every dish, so if you want to turn up the 
heat just taste a small amount and your mouth will pucker with 
excitement. I am a diehard spicy food lover, and these sauces really 
make an impact. I am very impressed and look forward to tasting the 
Indigenous food in the Amazon. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2015) I am a food 
lover and I learned a lot about local food - Eating all the wonderful food 
of Colombia - that brought me much joy. (KC, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Food was my experience: For me, food was my experience. Food is a 
part of the culture, and of the area we were in. Food also brings people 
together. I liked eating, and also being able to share the meal with my 
classmates and talk of the day's activities. (JZ, Photo-elicitation, Jan. 
2017) 

Shared Experiences  

A majority of the research participants talked about the power of shared 

experiences and of “transforming together”. For some, being with each other so 

intensely and in close proximity was at times challenging, but for many participants, this 

was a positive and powerful experience that forged lifelong bonds of friendship.  

 
Right: photo © Lisa King, 2015. Reproduced with permission.   

Transforming together: By the end of it, there was this real sense of 
family between everybody in our group. We all share that special 
moment in the Amazon together, transforming together…  I feel like 
nobody really stood in the same place from where they were in the 
beginning, whether a little bit or a lot. You don't get to experience 
something like that very often. The connections that I made there, I 
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think a big part of it was our group and how willing everybody was to 
dive into everything, and make it something that was quite meaningful. 
(EB, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Our group meetings were very positive for me because it allowed 
me to express how the program was changing not only me but others 
and how they reflected on themselves. It led to great conversations 
about things that I had no awareness of prior to the field school and 
allowed me to be more curious in life. (EB, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Finding peace: I did have a few other pre-departure fears, mostly of 
my ability to mix with a younger group. I am usually so immersed in my 
own little closed world that I forget about others. Somehow again, I was 
blessed instead with new friends, good conversation and a positive 
outlook. I pushed myself to try and engage in conversation and 
communicate even when I was tired and beginning to turn inward. I had 
a few other personal things I wanted to be aware of during our travels, 
and staying engaged was top of the list - I am introverted to a fault. I 
think keeping an open mind was the key to opening the door to many 
things that I had wanted to explore for some time now. I was feeling 
out of place in class most days and this was starting to bother me, any 
group work was especially cumbersome. But this group of people has 
somehow been able to help me restore my spirit and confidence in 
myself as well as humanity – I was feeling part of it, and this ignited a 
new zest for life and learning. I do not believe that there has been a 
more understanding and caring group of people that I have ever had 
the privilege to meet. (BJ, Reflections, June 2013). I now know a calm 
peace within myself like I have never known before. Spending two 
weeks walking side by side the group, everyday has been the catalyst 
for this. I realize now that I cannot move forward alone, I must engage 
and be part of the greater whole in order to realize any true and lasting 
meaning. (BJ, Reflections, June 2013) 

Intimate friendships: Our particular group whom I had the pleasure 
to experience Colombia with was extraordinary… we became this mob 
of happiness, we cared to learn and be a part of the Colombian culture. 
(KC, Self-Reflection, 2015). I can’t describe how wonderful it is to form 
intimate friendships with those who were once strangers (my fellow 
mates on this trip) and the peacefulness I feel in my soul. It makes me 
emotional even as I write this. I have been waiting to feel this for so 
long (KC, Blog post, 2015). I signed up for this trip without knowing the 
first thing about any of my travel mates, but if you asked me now, I 
could tell you a little life story about each and every one of them. Our 
group was comprised of youths, the youngest being nineteen, as well as 
a seasoning of older people, pushing sixty and everywhere in between. 
I personally fit the “in between” category, but on this trip people 
transcended their ages. We all became tight; a bond was forged through 
living, eating, soul searching and experiencing new aspects of life 
together. (KC, Blog post, 2015) 

Our many nights of gratitude made me super emotional but I felt 
safe with everyone around me. (KC, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Worth its weight in gold: So far, Colombia has welcomed me with 
open arms. It is hard when you only know broken Spanish and are trying 
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to speak to people with little to no English. I keep getting my Spanish 
mixed up with my French and then correct it with English, and it really 
does turn into quite a hilarious conversation. Tourism is not a strong 
industry here, so we are definitely noticed when we are walking around. 
It is important to remember, however, that like in any city, especially 
one with eight million people, that personal safety is something to be 
aware of. There were multiple times during our city walks, when I was 
told to put my camera away by the police or my guide. This is where 
travelling in an educational group with the right supports in place is 
worth its weight in gold. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2015) 

Free & Safe: Even through language barriers, I befriended our Bogotá 
bus driver Orlando whom I sat beside every day. Elvis, our dear Amazon 
expert became a friend for life. He showed me his life in the rainforest, 
pointed out ancient pink dolphins and kept me safe as we slept in the 
rainforest in hammocks. Without these people, our Kwantlen teachers 
and our generous hosts, my experience would have not been as rich. 
There is something uniquely uplifting about being a sobbing mess at our 
daily gratitude chats over dinner. I am someone who normally keeps 
her emotions to herself but in this group, in the grand setting of the 
Amazon, while listening to loud frogs, birds and the lapping of the 
Amazon River, I felt free to express everything. I felt safe, supported 
and loved and from the outpouring of emotion around me, I’m sure the 
others would agree.  

I have felt very safe here, especially in our big group. We sound 
off all the time to make sure everyone is together and can break off into 
small groups as long as there are at least three of us together at all 
times. I am grateful to have been given the opportunity to learn 
Colombia with a local guide. It is very daunting to think about trying to 
do this alone as a single traveler. (KC, Blog post, 2015) 

Fluid interactions: When I finally met up with the group, I was more 
than ready to interact, get to know everyone, and share the 
experiences. I was struck by how fluid the interactions between our 
group became, even though we come from such diverse backgrounds 
and lifestyles. The factors that divide us are not nearly as powerful as 
the factors that connect us to one another. The idea of community struck 
me; we all need each other; we all need a blanket to break our fall.” I 
really enjoyed the [experience] and I felt as though we had a very open 
and accepting vibe amongst ourselves. Experiencing the beauty and 
majesty of nature together was in itself a very powerful thing. The 
experience I had in the Amazon overall was once in a lifetime. I am 
incredibly thankful that I was able to experience such magnificent 
beauty with such great people. (JR, Reflection, 2013). Sharing with each 
other about the challenges and new things we were learning was a 
wonderful way to connect. (JR, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

A sense of security: [In Bogotá] I went out for a walk with a couple 
people at night, just to go for a walk around the block and talk... I think 
that was really cool, just to go out and walk around, or just sitting on 
the park bench; it's like pitch black and there's nobody around… It gave 
us an opportunity to kind of reflect and chat… and just get to know the 
people that you're there with; there wasn't necessarily a lot of time to 
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get to know them, not a lot of time to sit back and really get to know 
who they are, so that was really cool. I don’t think I consciously really 
thought “I need to be going with a group” but I think it was important 
to be in a group and with people who knew the area, because it gave 
that sense of security…  You know, you're getting out there, sort of on 
your own, but not on your own… you're going out there to learn, but 
you're not completely on your own… I think if I had been by myself, or 
with people who didn’t know the areas, it would have been a completely 
different experience. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

Getting to know each other: I think in Bogotá, it was just a lot of 
absorbing of what was in my surroundings. Also I think the biggest part 
of the Bogotá experience for me was getting to know the people I was 
with, and sort of understanding personalities and who everybody was, 
'cause we were all new faces. The first couple of days when we were in 
Bogotá, was all about getting comfortable with the people I was around, 
because I was going to be going on a journey into the Amazon with 
these people; so I was able to kind of feel out who the players were and 
who I could connect with, and feed off of in terms of personal 
interaction. (DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Grateful: I did not go into it expecting I would get along with the people 
who would also be going. I felt like this up until our first day in the 
Amazon. I feel grateful that I have been able to share the experience 
with people who were much like me in the sense of observing things and 
respecting the way of life in Colombia. I learned a lot about myself 
through the people I’ve met… (PJ, Reflection, 2015) 

Humour: Many people make friends via humour and gain social 
acceptance by being a little silly. Silliness can lighten a mood, turn 
around someone’s day, or help to bond a group together. On this trip, 
I’ve found that we used silliness in all three respects. When I first started 
the trip, I only knew a few people as acquaintances, and when I came 
home I felt like I bonded with each person, especially those in my cabin. 
I couldn’t imagine what my trip would have been like if I hadn’t easily 
bonded to the others on my trip, and I think that humour definitely 
created a solid amicable platform to start lasting friendships with my 
fellow silly adventurers. (KD, Reflection, 2015) 

Coming together: We have such an amazing group of people in our 
cohort this year, and connecting with all of our new friends, advisors 
and guides was really the best part for me. I personally couldn't have 
asked for a better combination. (JT, Course Blog, 2015) 
Although I’m an experienced traveler, for my first trek to South America 
I preferred to be in the company of those who had experience there. I 
couldn’t have asked for a better ‘family’. My classmates and faculty who 
traveled with us and introduced us to our wonderful hosts and guides 
started out our relationships in typical fashion, yet within days we were 
looking out for each other – sharing our food, drinks, clothes, sunscreen, 
bug spray, hugs, songs and most of all a lot of laughter. The endless 
humidity, the mud, the delicious but different cuisine, the bugs, the cold 
showers / the lack of showers, the skin rashes, the anti-malarial pills we 
took, all took their toll to some degree. But we never lost that fantastic 
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sense of humour the group was becoming famous for. I’ve realized that 
seeing the world is great, but it’s the people you enjoy along the way 
that makes us great people. (JT, Reflection Blog, 2015) 

I loved the mornings when we would get together for breakfast 
in the tent …there was a sense of family that we had. I think because 
we were all pushed out of our comfort zone, we had to come together 
and support each other, whether it was emotional or physical; that 
WOW, we’re all here by ourselves and we need to take care of each 
other. Although there was no particular reason to have that feeling, but 
because we were so far away from home and in such a foreign place – 
foreign meaning very different from what we were accustomed to, and 
the isolation – I think it’s just human nature, when people are in that 
scenario, they just come together out of survival. (JT, Interview, Nov. 
2016) 

Like family: The relationship that we formed with Marlene and Diego 
were very important to me, I felt by the end of the trip we were like 
family. (RX, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Community: It struck me [traveling alone before the AIFS] that ‘the 
me’ I had grown to know was definitely more courageous, adventurous, 
and carefree when traveling with my friends. It didn’t take me long to 
conclude that I was perhaps not the same person when I was alone than 
when I was with others. This begged the question: Is one really 
themselves when they are alone?  This sparked the notion that perhaps 
our personality is not intended to exist in a vacuum. Can you still be 
encouraging when you are the only person in existence?  Are you still 
funny if there is no one to laugh at your wit?  Can you still exercise 
compassion in a barren wasteland?  I was realizing that perhaps our 
truest selves are attained through community. There is a proverb from 
the bible which reads “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens 
another.” My understanding of that proverb was renewed while I laid 
there... Of course, we can’t just blossom into perfected beings without 
the support of others. Our community is like a spring, feeding our own 
personal lake. When you cut off your spring, your lake dries up. For me 
this underlined the importance of being involved whole-heartedly in a 
community. If you can feed others while feeding yourself, everyone will 
flourish. My ideas from the trip were somewhat serendipitously 
reinforced by a book I read titled Blue Like Jazz by Donald Miller. I was 
lying on my hotel bed [one night], miles away from Wi-Fi and any form 
of communication. I came across a chapter called “Alone.” It was almost 
painfully resonant…  It was followed by a chapter titled “Community.” 
One thing that particularly stood out to me was this quote: “The most 
difficult lie I have ever contended with is this: Life is a story about me.” 
It really started to sink in. I was going to need to attempt a more valiant 
effort at being fully a part of the lives of the people in my community 
back home. …to continue a story that was not simply about me, but the 
people around me. Educational institutions and workplaces need to have 
that sort of community as well. Imagine what could be done if we could 
teach people how to “do” community well. (JR, Reflection, 2013) 
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Better connections: Things I did that surprised me were numerous. I 
learned a little Spanish, licked latex off a tree, fell armpit deep into an 
anthill, showered with frogs, slept with spiders, painted on tree bark, 
made a boot out of clay, played a phallic flute, survived in my own damp 
filth for a week, laughed in terror, cried with exaltation, and truly lived. 
I watched the others endure the same discomforts with few moments of 
complaining. It seemed like when things got tougher, like the 
mosquitos, lack of water, no money and empty snack bag, the energy 
increased. “Bring it on” seemed to be the consensus; we can take it all 
and some. I wondered if some of the others had suffered silently as I 
had. Had they felt as isolated too?  Watching each other struggle and 
transform I think bonded us in a way that gave us more strength. 
Realizing the struggles and triumphs of others during our debrief made 
me realize that I need to build on better connections at home so I don’t 
have to go through the dark moments alone and unchecked. (OT, 
Reflection, 2013) 

 
Immersion 

For many of the research participants, the immersive nature of the AIFS was 

another key aspect to their experience. 

To actually be immersed:  Until you go somewhere, and especially a 
place like that [the Amazon], it’s really hard to actually know what to 
expect realistically. We have pre-conceived notions of what the Amazon 
is like, I’m thinking of all of these nature videos I’ve seen…  but to 
actually be immersed in it was another whole thing and I didn’t really 
know what to expect …I didn’t really know what to expect about the 
course, but I knew that it was something that was not your typical 
course. Any chance I got to go travel/study I was just all over that 
because I think… for anyone who does anything creative, even business 
people… it’s kind of a good way to look at the world. It is one thing to 
study in a bubble like the one in a lot of schools, but once you get out 
there, your perspective changes and I guess that is what I was looking 
for.... and I was kind of looking for how this was going to change my 
perspective on life. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Immersiveness: The immersiveness of it, of being there for the time 
that we did, was definitely important, because you're just fully 
immersed in it, and so you don't have a choice, you’ve got to experience 
it… it was absolutely essential; I mean if you went there for a weekend 
or something, I don't think you’d get the same experience. I think the 
only way that you're really going to learn is through those experiences; 
evaluative experiences are the best teacher. People learn in so many 
different ways, but I think the best way that everyone learns is through 
experiences, and evaluating those experiences. So, I think that that's 
what's so great about this opportunity, the whole immersive experience; 
it encompasses all the different learning types and it doesn't matter how 
you learn, you can take something away from it, which is sort of difficult 
in a traditional university setting or traditional school setting. Yeah, I 
think that’s what so amazing about it. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 
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A learning immersion: For me, it was definitely a once in a lifetime 
experience. I know people bandy that around and it’s a bit of an 
overused expression; but I think it’s true, the thing about this trip… 
there’s a big difference between visiting an area like this as a tourist 
and going and spending time immersed in it, even if it’s only a couple 
of weeks. This was a learning experience and it was a learning 
immersion, and that’s the difference. Outside of the realm of the field 
school, it would be a totally different experience… not the same, I don’t 
think I would come away with the same feeling and the same knowledge 
that I did having spent as much time in the jungle. (JT, Interview, Nov. 
2016) 

Priceless: Studying abroad in a field school such as this one allows you 
to immerse rapidly into a country and culture. The sheer amount of 
activities we were able to experience was exhausting in the best of ways. 
Every day had a packed itinerary. We rose between 6-7am, were out 
the door by 8 and back around sundown at 6. Having guides and 
teachers to walk us through local customs, translate and educate us on 
how to interact the rainforest and its people, always with conservation 
in mind, was priceless. It also helped with our access; we went to many 
villages in the Amazon that were only open to those invited. We danced 
traditional dances, wandered through pristine first-growth forests, 
swam in black waters and even played soccer in extreme heat with the 
locals. We met with shamans, and learned ancient medicine, met with 
the ladies of the villages and learned the art of basket weaving, pottery, 
bracelet making and went fishing with the men and learned how to 
successfully remove tarantulas from our bedrooms. (KC, BCSA Blog 
post, 2015) …studying abroad opens you up to cultures and new 
experiences that you would never get at home or even while travelling 
privately. Immersing yourself in a foreign place is exciting and pushes 
you both mentally and physically. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2016) 

To be immersed: This experience was also a chance to have a break 
from normal life. It was two weeks to immerse myself in a culture that 
is unlike my own and a chance to meet new people, both people on the 
trip with me and people from the areas we visited. (KD, Reflection, 
2015) 

 
Unplugged 

While it seemed to be a challenge for many of the students to be disconnected 

from the internet and social media during our time in the Amazon, many of the research 

participants commented on their experience of being ‘unplugged’, and of welcoming the 

opportunity to be disconnected from the virtual world.  
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Being unplugged  
Left: photo by BJ, 2013. Right: photo © Diego Samper, 2012. Reproduced with permission. 

Time to unplug: Today we are going off the grid, heading deep into 
the jungle. I will be off the grid for a week and am going to enjoy being 
unplugged. (KC, Blog post, 2015) There is no connection to the outside 
world once in the Amazon. It is a time to unplug, journal, reflect and be 
one with nature. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2015) 

Press the pause button: I really took this trip as an opportunity to 
press the pause button on how I live my usual life. I decided not to bring 
anything that could connect to the internet, because at home I spend 
quite a bit of time every day online. I was also very proud of myself on 
reducing my usage of electronics in general. I brought my iPod along 
and didn’t use it at all on my trip. (KD, Reflection, 2015) 

Become in touch again: Entering into the Amazon I start to see a shift 
in my perspective. I find that in today’s society we are exposed to so 
much through media (internet, T.V., etc.) that we start to become 
numb. Numb in our reactions to how we experience the world. We are 
no longer shocked or wowed by many of our experiences because we 
have seen it before or something better on YouTube or a photo on 
Facebook. I think we all need to become in touch again with the “real 
world” by truly looking at what is in front of our eyes and not on the 
screen. Being with the moment and experiencing it first hand is far more 
beautiful than any image of a sunset. (TJ, Reflection, 2013) 

Writing letters: The whole process of writing letters [during the trip] 
provided me with the experience that I was hoping for. I feel that the 
words I was putting down on paper had more meaning, not just because 
it’s written in permanent ink, but also because I had to really think 
before I wrote something down (because there isn’t a delete button). 
Surprisingly though, when this pressure was on, I actually wrote a lot 
better, and the words and thoughts that came out and I was able to put 
down on paper were very high-level…  This was such an old-way of doing 
things, and I wanted some way to be able to communicate to someone 
that plays a huge role in my life, given that we were disconnected from 
social media and the internet. (DJ, Self-reflection, 2014) 
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Analog ways of playing: I observed the kids [in the Amazon]. The 
barrage of rain had just finished, and the rain was still falling when I 
saw two boys walking along the sidewalk. Out of nowhere, the boys 
started hopping, spinning, and sliding in the rain. I watched them play 
for a bit…[others] watched some of the other local children jumping into 
the river in their full clothes during the rain storm. These instances made 
me realize a huge difference between the way we get happiness, and 
the way others in other places in the world do. We create things to give 
us happiness, such as video games and cell phones, while the kids [in 
the Amazon] get happiness from things already around them. It’s a 
rarity now to see kids above the age of 7 playing outside on a 
playground, or just making believe in the forest. Even though in my 
neighbourhood I see some of the kids playing outside with each other, 
I know lots of kids that stay inside and play passive games. While I do 
agree a warmer climate does help to get kids motivated to go outside 
and use their imaginations while being active, there are plenty of ways 
to encourage a child’s creativity in simple, analog ways of playing. (KD, 
Reflection, 2015) 

Finding a Natural Rhythm: In the Amazon, I was surprised to find 
that I was sleeping at a normal time and feeling the most rested I have 
in a few years. I have a feeling this was due to the quick sunset at 6 
every day, waking up naturally with the sun and Amazon sounds, and 
not looking at a screen after dark. Since coming home my body has 
since gone back to its original rhythm, but I’m now making a conscious 
effort not to use electronics right before bed, and I keep my blinds 
slightly open to help me naturally wake up. (KD, Course Blog, 2015) 

 

 

There is no environment ‘out there’ separate from us. The environment is 
embedded in us. We are as much a part of our surroundings as the trees 
and birds and fish, the sky, water and rocks. 

 (David Suzuki, 2015) 



159 

Writing about the peoples of the Amazon, in his book The Wayfinders, Wade 

Davis (2009), notes 

[For them] …there is no separation between nature and culture. Without 
the forest and the rivers, humans would perish. But without people, the 
natural world would have no order or meaning. …Everything is related, 
everything connected, a single integrated whole. Mythology infuses land 
and life with meaning, encoding expectations and behaviours essential to 
survival, anchoring each community, every maloca, to a profound spirit of 
place. (p. 109) 

Place-based education is grounded in the particular attributes and dynamics of a 

place, and connects place with self and community. As discussed in Chapter 6, the 

location of the field school, Colombia and the Amazon specifically, was a strong attractor 

for those who signed up for the AIFS.   

Everyone has their own nuanced stories about their ‘perceived’ experience, but 

presented together in this chapter, they weave a compelling narrative of experiences 

with the place and with people. Venturing to another country, an unfamiliar city, to the 

heart of the Amazon Rainforest, experiencing the wilderness, the forest / jungle, the 

river, the sky. For many participants this was powerful and empowering, a catalyst for 

reflection and personal growth. Perhaps, even more compelling were the connections 

many of the participants made with the people of Colombia and with each other.  

Why care? Why should we care what happens to the Amazon 
rainforest?  The Amazon basin is considered one of the last wild frontiers 
– rich in resources and cheap for the taking. When you fly over, it’s a 
huge tangle of green as far as the eye can see unless of course, it’s an 
area that has been clear cut for logging, cattle ranching or corporate 
farming. The damage caused by human intervention in the world’s 
largest forest is having an impact on the planet worldwide. What we 
learned from villagers in the Colombian Amazon was that the soil itself 
– much of it clay-based – is very poor and that it’s the biodiversity of 
the natural plant life that keeps the jungle lush. Local farmers for 
centuries have been rotating fields every few years, allowing it to restore 
to its natural state in order to grow crops, otherwise the fields will go 
barren. This is not the modus operandi of large corporations. Current 
business practices continue to prove that it’s those who see this as a 
land of riches to be exploited and who are responsible for the damage, 
who don’t see the long-term problems that end up being felt by the rest 
of the world. This area is home to one of the earth’s widest diversity of 
plants and animals, many bearing the potential solution to some of the 
world’s ills. But many of these are dying out and suffering extinction 
because of man’s interventions, and the vast forest capable of producing 
life-giving oxygen is being carelessly cut down or burned for short term 
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gain. Before coming here I’d heard the expression, “the Amazon 
rainforest is the lungs of the world”, and one only needs to spend a bit 
of time here to understand the truth behind those powerful words. There 
is a power in community, and a greater power when we can motivate 
our friends and peers into action. WE need to change before we can ask 
others to do so, and the optimist in me believes that we DO have the 
power to turn things around – even if it’s only one individual at a time. 
(JT, Reflection Blog, 2015) 

Privileged: The feeling of bitter-sweetness always comes to me at the 
end of a trip. In my head, when I start to feel this way, I list all of the 
things I am happy to go home to, and all that I will miss from my trip. 
For this trip in particular I also added a mental column of what I hope 
to change or do when I get home. What I was happy to go home to were 
things like, no more 100% humidity, a larger bed, my friends, my 
family, my language, a variety of food, internet, and a reduction in 
mosquitoes trying to eat me alive. A lot of these things that I missed 
from home really showed me how privileged I am to have had them and 
to have the ability to miss them. I think that had more of an impact on 
me than hearing about how privileged we really are, because a lot of 
the times when you start to hear something like that, you shut down 
and don’t want to hear it; you don’t want to feel guilty for what you 
have; and we shouldn’t feel guilty. No one is a lesser or better person 
based on what they have. However, missing something that the people 
we were meeting had never even had once, really makes me appreciate 
what I have available to me in my everyday life.  

The list of what I would miss was also just as long. I would miss 
the people we met, the lunchtime rain, the nighttime thunderstorms, 
the cheeky monkeys, the food (especially the granola), the water drop 
birds, the shower frogs, and most of all sleeping on a natural proper 
schedule. I think that missing people means that they mean something 
to you and so that makes it easier for me to miss the people that I miss 
from the Amazon. The sounds and the natural phenomena are also 
something I [want to] remember.  

As for what my goals are I have decided to start with two. The 
first being to educate people I share my stories with that Colombia is 
not a scary place full of the prejudices that a lot of people still have for 
the country. My second goal is to stay involved with Colombian current 
events. I want to see if there is any way I can help from where I am. 
(KD, Reflection, 2015) 

Just the beginning: I recommend visiting South America; Colombia in 
particular. It is the second largest bio-diverse country in the world and 
contains so many different regions. It is important to understand what 
the Amazon really is, how it directly affects every human on the Earth 
and how to protect it. Colombians are very proud of their country and 
are, from what I can see, trying really hard to conserve the remaining 
habitat that is left. I have learned so much in so little time and it is only 
Day 4. I know that I am totally inspired and will walk away from this 
trip with a fiery passion for life and sustainability. This is what studying 
abroad is all about; the journey doesn’t end when you return home, it 
is just the beginning. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2015) 
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The next chapter examines the ‘lived’ experience of the research participants; 

Lefebvre's (2000) third dimension of social space, what he called ‘le vécu’, the realm of 

meaning. 
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The Lived Experience: Discovery of Self 

When we get out of the glass bottles of our own ego, and when we 
escape like squirrels from turning in the cage of our personality and get 
into the forest again, we shall shiver with cold and fright. But things will 
happen to us so that we don’t know ourselves. Cool, unlying life will rush 
in... 

(D. H. Lawrence) 

 
Ghosts.  Photo © E. Gress, 2015. Reproduced with permission. 

 

Lived space, le vécu, is Lefebvre’s (1970/2003) third dimension of social space. 

This third space is the realm of meaning; it represents the world as it is directly 

experienced by human beings, concerned with subjective experiences, “moments of 

presence”, and uncensored encounter with the self. For Lefebvre (1970/2003), it is the 

symbolic dimension, a process of signification and the production of meaning.  
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Reflection, Creativity, & Dialogue 

 
Left: photo © Lisa King, 2015. Reproduced with permission. 

Kiely (2005), describes processing as “both an individual reflective learning 

process and a social, dialogic learning process” (p. 8). He characterises processing as 

“problematizing, questioning, analyzing, and searching for causes and solutions to 

problems and issues” (p. 8). According to Kiely (2005), processing takes place “through 

various reflective and discursive processes such as journaling, reflection groups, 

community dialogues, walking, research, and observation” (p. 8).  

The reflective and discursive learning activities as described by Kiely (2005) are 

integral to the AIFS experience, and for a number of the research participants this 

processing was impactful and a catalyst for personal growth. 

Daily reflections: Having an opportunity for a lot of self-reflection was 
extremely helpful. I’ve never really done [this] regularly; this wasn’t so 
haphazard as how I’ve done it before…  On a daily basis, forcing yourself 
to think about what you've done in the day, it forces you to really focus 
and evaluate your experience and reflect about what you got out of it.  
Going from Bogota to Leticia I had already been doing a lot of self-
reflection, so I think that was helping opening up my mind, peeling off 
those layers, and opening myself up to just being more vulnerable, and 
opening myself up to being able to grow and develop more my emotional 
intelligence…  I think that was preliminary to all of the stuff that 
happened in the Amazon that helped me start thinking about “where am 
I going in life and what am I doing?” and my direction in life “is that 
getting me where I want to go… and fulfilling that purpose?”  I think it 
was just those little moments that sort of led up to…  Just going out 
there on my own, and doing lots of self-reflection, I guess, led to some 
very eye opening “aha moments” …  

It was definitely a great aspect of it because getting in that 
environment and then thinking back on it with daily reflections, and then 
afterwards even now, evaluating those experiences is very important…  
I'm definitely glad for it because I wouldn't have had the same 
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experience that I did, and so I wouldn't be where I am today without 
that. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

Time to reflect: In the Amazon you're very disconnected, you don't 
have an opportunity really to connect with the world that you left back 
at home. So I think that opportunity, where you're so disconnected, 
provides a lot of personal internal reflection, you know, what's important 
for you in your life, etc. I think getting that personal reflection was 
important to me, and that was one of my objectives going there as well. 
I wanted to use it as a time to reflect on what's important for me, and 
where do I want to focus in the longer term, for my life. (DJ, Interview, 
Nov. 2016) 

Liberating: The midafternoon rest periods in course work allowed for 
reflection, and extra activity time (e.g. pottery), getting to know fellow 
classmates, or just to relax and soak in the surroundings that are so 
different from our own at home. (KD, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

I was worried that this trip would [be] an over programmed 
schedule and little to no freedom, but I was pleasantly surprised to find 
that, they didn’t treat us like a child, and instead expected us to handle 
our free time the way you wish and to be ready for the next scheduled 
activity on your own. It was nice to have time on my own after lunches 
in Calanoa to work on what I wanted, whether that was catching a nap, 
journal, or spend time with the new friends I made. At first, I didn’t 
know what to do with my free time. I had never had such freedom, so 
mostly I would journal or rest at the dining hall. I found that these two 
things were the best activities if I needed to recharge or process a lot of 
information given to me. I usually liked to rest, and/or journal, after 
seeing a village to give myself a break from interaction, but also to do 
a quick summary of what happened. I find that when I was able to do 
that, I now remember those moments with more clarity and detail. (KD, 
Reflection, 2015).  

I found the journaling process, and being given 20 minutes to go 
write whatever you want - it doesn't have to be this big moment or big 
realization or storyline, it can just be whatever comes to your mind –
was really liberating; to just sit and go okay I'm just going to start 
writing. And then eventually, you read it back and you go okay well 
actually I had some good points you might not have realized at the time. 
(KD, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Pushed my boundaries: I think it wasn't until after I came back and 
reflected on everything, really think about what I [experienced] when I 
was there, and put it into writing, that I realized how much impact it 
had. When I think back on it now, I think at the time, I didn't realize 
how much impact it had. I feel it was the beginning of not only putting 
myself into positions where I felt like I was uncomfortable and I was 
scared, and I needed to push my boundaries, but also the self-reflecting 
part of it, the trip was a trigger for me. (EB, Interview, November 2016) 

Opened my curiosity: The fact that we had people from different 
disciplines was kind of cool, and that everybody kind of had their own 
point of view and opinions, it made me more curious. We had in-depth 
discussions and some conversations about strange things. It just opened 
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my curiosity about certain things, whether it's somebody's opinion or 
whether it's the way that somebody does something. It really made me 
become more open-minded, and more able to empathize with different 
opinions and people. (EB, Interview, November 2016) 

Awaken Creativity & Imagination  

...drink in the beauty and wonder at the meaning of what you see. 

(Rachel Carson) 

According to Schmid (2008), for Lefebvre “the lived, practical experience does 

not let itself be exhausted through theoretical analysis. There always remains a surplus, 

a remainder, an inexpressible and unanalyzable but most valuable residue that can be 

expressed only through artistic means” (p. 40). 

 
Creative Workshops 

Asombroso 

Loosely translated the Spanish word asombroso means ‘amazing’ or 

‘astonishing’25 . However, when you ask the people at Calanoa, they provide a much 

more poetic translation; they use the word asombroso to mean ‘looking and experiencing 

with the heart’, to describe a ‘sense of wonder’, excitement, and exploration. 

 Many of the research participants commented on experiencing that sense of 

wonder, stating that the AIFS experience awakened their imagination, unlocked their 

creativity, and released their artistic inhibitions. For some, it helped them re-discover a 

childhood curiosity and to see the world differently.  

                                                 
25 Merriam-Webster: http://www.spanishcentral.com/translate/asombroso 
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Asombroso: the first word I wrote in my water resistant notebook, in 
English means profound wonder, amazement, surprise and 
astonishment. This is the word I chose to experience the next 2 weeks.  
I wanted to do this through my heart and not my head. My head proved 
to be not only useless, but damaging in recent weeks. The concept of 
seeing the world through the heart instead of the head was exactly what 
I needed to hear. ASOMBRO, I told myself. It is okay to feel 
uncomfortable? I wrote the word in big capital letters as a reminder to 
remain open, curious, and full of wonder. (OT, Reflection, 2013) 

Filled with wonder: Once I had both feet firmly on the ground in 
Colombia the magic began to happen. I tried to keep an open outlook 
on the day and promised myself that I would enjoy things as they 
presented themselves. I think I regressed to childhood a little; the 
smallest things were filled with wonder. I could feel my spirit emerging 
in Bogota, but it was Leticia and Calanoa that pushed the boundaries. 
My mind slowly cleared and I began to relax. The fear dissipated. Things 
were good. (BJ, Reflections, June 2013) 

Childhood curiosity: [The course] renewed my zest for life... I hadn't 
sketched or drawn or designed anything in a long time, but all of a 
sudden, there, it sort of renewed what I used to do when I was younger, 
it was a hobby for me as a child, just drawing and designing buildings 
and environments, and just sketching a lot. [It] renewed my childhood 
curiosity about the world, and a desire to grow and it just woke up my 
imagination as well. I think I've been so dumbed down by life, school, 
and just forgot to live... I forgot that imagination and curiosity had been 
so pushed aside and so dumbed down by the school system and our 
culture. [I had] forgotten about what can be accomplished with 
imagination, being able to take those thoughts and articulate them, or 
put them on paper or something, and being able to create. Taking that 
vision, that dream, and making it a reality. That ‘act of creation’ for me 
was an encompassing theme; being able to imagine, draw and sketch. 
That unique thing of humans is that we are able to dream and imagine, 
and then take that and create, and turn it into a reality. I think that's 
what I took away and it's really invigorated and re-awoken that within 
me; being able to start creating again, learning and growing myself, and 
opening up myself to that growth, and being able to create a better me. 
(JC, Interview, November 2016) 

Self-discovery: Going to the Amazon was so eye-opening. The trip just 
came for me at the right time and it sparked self-discovery; not just, 
who I was as a person, but also my creative side and how I viewed 
things in general. It was so beautiful the way that I looked at things and 
that I felt when I was there. I try to look at things here and now in my 
life today; so whether it be just going out, when I lived back in 
Vancouver I would go out in the city and just appreciate it for what it 
was, and then I come here and I think it kind of changed the way that I 
look at things. (EB, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

The creative process: Surprisingly while in the Amazon, I was very 
blocked creativity wise which was very frustrating…The only thing that 
seemed to easily draw out my creativity was pottery, which was 
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something I always wanted to do at home but never got the chance. 
Through this I learned that the creative process can take time or it can 
happen instantly. (AC, Reflection, 2015) 

The art of observation: Photography opened my eyes. During Diego’s 
photography workshop [I learned] how photography helped him become 
an artist and that it [can be] a useful tool in seeing the world differently. 
That through the art of observation you discover more about yourself 
and everything begins to have more meaning and richness. …how 
photography should be an extension of your experience. (TJ, Reflection, 
2013) 

Release of artistic inhibitions: The workshops were great. 
[Especially] the workshops that were run by Diego were really key in 
pushing us to open up our creative inhibitions, allowing us to release 
our artistic inhibitions, and to explore in ways we rarely would have at 
home. I think part of the openness was a lot of the things Diego was 
teaching us about releasing our artistic side, but it was tapping into 
something deeper and I think that’s part of this release that I had. (JT, 
Survey & Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Catalysts & Crossroads 

The day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful 
than the risk it took to blossom.  

(Elizabeth Appell) 

 
Left: Photo © Diego Samper, Panopticon 2012. Center: BJ, 2013. Reproduced with permission.  

 

Many participants commented on having been challenged and being ‘out of their 

comfort zone’ as a catalyst for critical reflection. Kiely (2005) identifies ‘dissonance’ as 

another key transformative learning process, which “constitutes incongruence between 

participants' prior frame of reference and aspects of the contextual factors that shape 

[their] experience” (p. 8). He identifies dissonance types as “historical, environmental, 
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social, physical, economic, political, cultural, spiritual, communicative, and technological” 

(p. 8). He goes on to explain that “there is a relationship between dissonance type, 

intensity, and duration and the nature of learning processes that result. Low to high 

intensity dissonance acts as triggers for learning. High-intensity dissonance catalyzes 

ongoing learning” (p. 8).  

Some of the research respondents provided powerful accounts of personal 

growth and transformation as a result of challenges they encountered during the AIFS 

experience. 

Panopticon: Seeing Diego’s [film ‘Panopticon’] of the prison was very 
eye opening and challenging for me because the way he presented it 
was so different. I guess he did it on purpose, to shake you up and make 
you feel uncomfortable, uneasy about what's being shown. Definitely 
the film triggered something inside of me. I think what was really 
significant is that it was the same night that I got really sick. Just these 
things coming together, forced me to realize that ‘it's not all about me’. 
I was dizzy and nauseous, and so seeing [the film] was such a powerful 
experience, and it just reminded me that there's so many other people 
out there that need help; even though it was related to prisons, it made 
me realize that there's so much hurt in the world, that there's so many 
more people out there that need help.  

Going off that evening and feeling so sick and being so focused 
on myself, not knowing exactly what was wrong, made me realize “just 
appreciate life”; it just gave me that moment to realize that you're not 
to take it for granted… that I haven’t fulfilled my purpose yet, and 
there's a lot more work for me to do on this earth. It reminded me that 
“life is precious” and that so often we take for granted that we're going 
to wake up the next day. I mean even though it was just a sickness, but 
it was just enough uncertainty and I guess, stresses on my body to 
challenge me to think about the preciousness of life and thinking “if this 
is it, have you done what you needed to do?” Just don't take life for 
granted because you know, we only get one, and who knows how long 
it's going to be; and just realizing there's a lot more to life than just 
existing, and I needed to do what I can to make the world a better place 
and “leave the world better than when I was here”. 

I think unfortunately our school system and our culture very 
much forces people to become very self-centered and focus on 
themselves in order to succeed, and so that was a powerful moment for 
me. I was writing a lot in my journal about my relationships with my 
family and it made me realize the importance of family, and importance 
of not taking them for granted either, and mending bridges and broken 
relationships. 

That was definitely a culmination of everything, of all the stuff 
that had been building up to that point; enough emotional turmoil to 
break everything open; and everything sort of overflowed and just 
challenged me to really think about the whole experience; to think about 
my place. It just really triggered a whole roller coaster of emotions and 
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stuff related to all of those experiences that had been building up; it's 
hard to articulate it all, especially after all this time. (JC, Interview, 
November 2016) 

Without fear there is no courage: I remember strongly at the 
beginning of the course making the intention for myself that I was going 
to put myself in a situation or do things that I wouldn't normally do or 
would usually feel quite uncomfortable doing and probably that was the 
thing that I sort of set out to make happen on the whole trip. Whenever 
there were things that were put in front of me that were a bit more 
challenging, or questioned me a little bit more, I made sure that I did 
them because I knew that they would make me uncomfortable; but even 
though they did make me uncomfortable, I still wanted to do them 
because I knew that I would probably benefit from it. 

Putting myself into situations that make me uncomfortable or 
that scare me, I think that was a big thing for me coming off the trip. 
So much so, that I even got a tattoo probably like a month after coming 
back from the trip to kind of commemorate it. My tattoo says “without 
fear there is no courage”, and I've kind of lived with that being my 
mantra going forward from that trip. Definitely that thing where I put 
myself into situations that make me uncomfortable or that scare me, I 
don't think that I would [be doing some of the things I am doing now] 
if I hadn't had that experience, where it was like okay, you can be scared 
shitless but even if you are, it all works out in the end. (EB, Interview, 
November 2016) 

A fear I had not felt before: The most significant experience for me 
that comes to mind immediately goes back to our first night in the 
Amazon. We arrived at our destination [Calanoa] at night, and because 
I couldn't see anything, I was scared of what to expect. (PJ, Survey, 
Nov. 2016) 

That's when it all hit me. We were in the actual jungle and I 
wasn't sure, I still wasn't able to comprehend what I just got myself 
into. It was dark and the worst case scenario ideas popped into my 
mind. I was pretty scared, thinking 'why would people do this, and put 
themselves in this situation?'.... like a horror movie about to happen. 
But being with a group of people that have been there before, it made 
it a little bit easier at first. [I thought] 'ok, if they can do it then I can 
do it too.' So by the time morning rolled around I was ‘ok, it's not as 
bad as I thought it was gonna be'. It was a lot different in the light 
versus the dark. (PJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 
I mentioned that night at dinner that it felt like I was Snow White when 
she is in the forest, and the distortion of shadows in the trees and the 
sound of unrecognizable creatures makes her believe that there are 
worse things out there. It was a fear I had not felt before. It was hard 
for me to sleep that night as well. The next day when I woke up and 
was finally able to see the forest in the light, I was a lot more 
comfortable. Upon further reflection of my experience with a classmate, 
I realized that the fear I felt was a sense of losing control in my personal 
life. I found myself wanting to be in control of my situations, and more 
specifically, my relationships, in order to feel safe. (PJ, Survey, Nov. 
2016) It made me suddenly realize that there was a strength I realized 
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in my fear. This continued to be the strongest memory I take away from 
the trip and I reflect on it often. I think in order to continue to live and 
grow, we must be able to see our weaknesses as strengths. (PJ, 
Reflection, 2015) 

An uncomfortable state: While we were at Calanoa itself, there was 
a part of me which actually started to get really uncomfortable. Actually, 
throughout the entire week/10 days or so that we were in Calanoa, I 
was uncomfortable. What I mean by being uncomfortable, was not only 
just being disconnected from my life, friends, family, etcetera, but also 
the environment. I think we're so accustomed to having the luxuries of 
life, of having a roof over our head, warmth... obviously it wasn't cold 
there, but I think just in terms of the comfort that you have in a home, 
that we've been so accustomed to growing up. Going into the Amazon I 
had to, sort of, completely adapt to that new environment ...and I don't 
think that I actually ever did. I think that I was in an uncomfortable 
state up until it was time to go home, and it was actually a sigh of relief, 
I was like “OK, I finally get to go back home”. Throughout that 
experience I tried my absolute hardest to get to a comfortable state, 
and I struggled, I don't think I ever got to that state where I fully was 
comfortable. There was a couple of times where... I wouldn't say that I 
broke down, but I think internally, I really started to reflect, have 
anxiety, worries would come into play. Certainly, that's how I 
experienced Calanoa, at a high level of anxiety, being uncomfortable for 
the entire time. I think the combination of everything was probably what 
cultivated that anxiety. Being away from home, being super hot and 
sweaty, not having clean clothes, the food ...you know, all of it kind of 
percolated and created the anxiety itself. But if there were one or two 
things, I would say being around people I didn't know, and not having 
the privacy to satisfy that introverted side of me. But actually, I will say 
that although those are the reasons that brought me anxiety, I think by 
going through that experience, actually it provided growth for me, and 
development; and now when I'm in situations like that, I absolutely can 
not only recognize when that anxiety is about to happen, but also know 
ways in which I can mitigate it before it happens. So I think despite it 
being ...not necessarily a negative experience, I think it was a positive 
experience, because of the outcome of it in terms of my own personal 
growth. (DJ. Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Uncomfortable feeling: A significant component of the Amazon Field 
School [for me] was especially the feeling of being uncomfortable in an 
environment not so familiar. I personally enjoy being clean and not 
‘dirty’, so being in the Amazon pushed me to be immersed in an 
uncomfortable feeling. But even more significant beyond just cleanliness 
was also the unfamiliar environment and conditions, different foods 
which I wasn't accustomed to, and being away from home. The Amazon 
Field School experience pushed me to understand and appreciate how 
to cope in uncomfortable situations. This was a pivotal aspect of my 
long-term and personal development. (DJ, Photo-elicitation, Jan. 2017) 

Outside my comfort:  Learning Travel is the best kind of travel. I can 
honestly say that I’m a different person from the one who decided to go 
back to university four years ago. When did I change?  What was the 
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catalyst?  During the last two years of my education, I was very 
fortunate to spend a total of nine months travelling over three different 
continents – Australia, Europe and South America. During that time, I 
got reacquainted with myself and was forced to go outside my comfort 
zone more times than I can remember. I think that’s the key. (JT, 
Reflection Blog, 2015) I think that’s the difference [between other field 
schools] and this field school – certainly the way that I experienced it – 
it really was about getting people outside of their comfort zone, to think 
about things differently. That is a very powerful experience. (JT, 
Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Everyone experiences things differently, and those experiences will take on their 

own individual meaning depending on the context. In a climate of academic risk 

management and aversion to discomfort, accounts such as these help make the case 

that we do not necessarily have to make sure field school experiences are completely 

sanitized to the point of removing anything that is uncomfortable or challenging for 

students. In other words, a level of discomfort and personal challenges that for some 

constitute dissonance is OK; and according to Kiely (2004, 2005), central to the 

transformative learning process.  

Personalizing 

It's only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is 
invisible to the eye.  

(Antoine de Saint-Exupery) 

 
Photo © Lisa King, 2015. Reproduced with permission.  
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According to Kiely (2005), personalizing is another transformational learning 

process and “represents how participants individually respond to and learn from different 

types of dissonance. It is visceral and emotional, and compels students to assess 

internal strengths and weaknesses” (p. 8). He elaborates, listing “anger, happiness, 

sadness, helplessness, fear, anxiety, confusion, joy, nervousness, romanticizing, 

cynicism, sarcasm, selfishness, and embarrassment” (p. 8), as key examples of feelings 

and emotions.  

Many of the research participants provided compelling self-reflections on their 

experience that illustrate how they have personalized what happened to them on their 

journey. The following accounts provide a small window into the inner essence and 

meaning participants have made of those experiences. 

New Found purpose: This is a story of a journey for me from despair 
to fulfillment. Beginning with the loss of part of me, it has been mainly 
through my journey and interaction with my new Amazon friends that I 
have been able to make some sense of it all. I have realized I am on the 
right path, and can walk tall following my feet where they may lead me 
to continually strive to become the most complete person I can be. I 
have found purpose and renewed drive for my academic studies. The 
puzzle pieces are beginning to fit. I realized that I sometimes forced 
them into place, but the Amazon has taught me that everything fits on 
its own time. 

This story has come from past experiences, of losing something, 
to gain so much more; a journey towards understanding of myself as a 
human and as a spiritual being. When we lose part of ourselves, we 
become disconnected from everything. It has forced me out of a comfort 
zone to try new things and think outside of the box. To take time to 
listen to people, I became overwhelmed by how everything seemed to 
be connected somehow, even in the smallest way. The trip became a 
quest for me to put the past behind and move forward. I have grown 
stronger physically and even stronger mentally since my return to 
formal education. (BJ, Reflections, June 2013)  

Self-acceptance: My mother had passed away a couple of months 
before my Amazonian adventure. I was lost, not sure what in the world 
was happening, what to do with myself. To this day, I have moments of 
fear, of absence. Then I remind myself that not knowing is okay. Not 
knowing who I am, who I was and who I may or may not become, is 
okay. Because there is always time to find out. The birds in the heart of 
Leticia were a reflection of my life. Scattered, blurred, impossible to see. 
Until I received guidance. Until I let others help me get through the 
toughest time of my life. I truly escaped myself, shed my skin and grew 
a layer of newfound self-acceptance; self-love. (LG, Photo-elicitation, 
January 2017) 
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Self-growth: When I talk about it there was a lot of things from that 
trip that really I think were a catalyst for a lot of my self-growth, and 
the way that I look at myself and the way I go about my life now. (EB, 
Interview, Nov. 2016) 

It's hard for me to start to summarize it because it was so unique 
to me and I think for everybody there, it was quite unique to them too, 
so it's almost like you have to leave it open-ended…  I don't know, it's 
so hard to explain when I think about it. I think probably the best part 
is just being open-minded, open to everyone and everything. It’s a 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, something that you will never ever 
regret doing and that you will never forget. (EB, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Renewed desire for life:  I definitely learned more about myself I 
think than anything; that self-reflection was absolutely what I needed, 
and I think that's what I really learned more than anything else, me, 
learning about me, figuring out me. I definitely worked on not judging 
people as much and to try not to do it at all. I think that I did that a lot, 
especially before leaving for the trip. Coming out of a bit of a depression, 
or a bit of a funk and being in a negative headspace leading into it 
initially, I noticed that there were moments where I was very in my 
head; I’m ashamed to say that I was kind of looking down on people, 
judging other classmates.... “hurting people hurt people”. I remember 
thinking “that’s not who I want to be” …  Now I try not to do that as 
much as I can and if I catch myself, I tried to correct that immediately. 

Coming away from the field school, it just all of a sudden renewed 
my desire for life and to try to put myself in situations where I can learn, 
and grow, and develop, and get new experiences and develop myself. I 
think [I am] more open-minded and willing to try new things.  
In hindsight, it was definitely what I needed in terms of overall holistic 
experience. The major take away for me was personal growth and 
development, and the desire to help others; development of my people 
skills, development of my emotional intelligence, and worldly experience 
and opening up my worldview. (JC, Interview, November 2016) 

I don't know how to describe it, I don’t have the words …just eye 
opening I think because it's such an amazing experience, you can't really 
explain it, you have to experience it in order to understand it. (JC, 
Interview, November 2016) 

Serenity: On our second to last day at Calanoa, I felt as though it had 
been longer than the week and a half we had been there. Everyone had 
settled into small routines and it felt as though we had all grown familiar 
with our surroundings enough to feel we belonged. Before this 
experience, I had trouble letting things go, even when there was nothing 
I could do about it. [I remember] everyone quietly resting on the bench 
after a small hike, enjoying the scenery that you can only experience in 
the Amazon, and even though [we were] all silent [we were] still in each 
other’s company in a comfortable silence. Watching the people of 
Colombia and how they interact, how they have been taught to find the 
small things that show that you belong where you are, as well as being 
brought up with the viewpoint that everything works together…  this trip 
has given me tools to get that serenity I felt [there]. (KD, Reflection, 
2015) 
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Life enriching: As I reflect back on the experience for myself, I do not 
see a life changing or life altering transition. It was not as drastic for me 
as it has seemed for others, but I still find it just as valuable. I describe 
my experience to have been life enriching. It helped me to begin 
enjoying the little things and recognizing the beauty that is surrounding 
me, in nature and within people. With this change I find focusing on 
negativity is harder to come by. (TJ, Reflection, 2013) 

Crossroads: During one of the quick writes, we were asked to find a 
place that we wanted to do our writing and for some odd reason I was 
drawn to a crossroads in the Calanoa wooden paths. In that moment I 
knew that that was my symbol. This was really eye opening because it 
was really different from what I was originally thinking; I was looking 
for something that represented who I was and how my life had shaped 
me up until then. However, I could not find that symbol because I was 
in a transition period and I was shedding the person I used to be. I think 
that's why the crossroads really worked well because it was not a fixed 
symbol and really represented the position I was in in my life. I 
remember having a real emotional connection with that symbol, that I 
still have now, and it really helps me be positive about where I am in 
my life. (AC, Course Blog, 2015) 

 

Traversing Boundaries  

All things appear and disappear because of the concurrence of causes 
and conditions. Nothing ever exists entirely alone; everything is in relation 
to everything else. 

(Buddha) 

 

Kiely (2005) describes Contextual Border Crossing as the transformational 

learning process in which:  
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…personal (i.e., biography, personality, learning style, expectations, prior 
travel experience, and sense of efficacy), structural (i.e., race, class, 
gender, culture, ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation, and physical 
ability), historical (i.e., the socioeconomic and political history of [the region] 
relations within larger socioeconomic and political systems), and 
programmatic factors (i.e., intercultural immersion, …opportunities for 
critical reflection and dialogue with diverse perspectives, and curriculum…) 
intersect to influence and frame the way students experience the process 
of transformational learning. (p. 8) 

Everyone makes their own meaning of what happened to them on their journey. 

For many of the research participants the experience could not be easily fragmented into 

distinct segments; but rather, they described their experience holistically, weaving 

together the personal, social, and contextual factors that constitute the totality of their 

experience.  

Following are reflections shared by some of the research participants:  

Everything connected: I am trained as an anthropologist, so I 
understand “place”, “space”, “others” in this context academically. 
However, the Amazon experience is so much more than texts and 
theory. You live it and it changes you like nothing else, if you immerse 
yourself and let go of academic theory and let the experience form your 
ideas. Calanoa continued to push my spirit; I lay in bed the first night 
and had a feeling that the jungle and all its inhabitants had me in their 
bosom. A feeling of overwhelming care and nurture filled me, I knew for 
the first time in years that everything was how it was intended to be in 
accordance to ancient natural law. Everything was going to be okay. The 
Great Mother was there to protect us all and the sounds of the creatures 
telling their stories reminded me of meditation class on Saturdays. I 
carried this feeling for the rest of the trip. The Amazon has proved to 
me that I need my feet to lead me to new places to grow and experience, 
but I need to have mindful connection along the way, and be continually 
ready to accept what I find. Everything was significant, to arepas for 
breakfast and Amazon catfish for dinner, mosquitoes, sleeping, listening 
to the river and birds, making new friends much younger than myself…  
Since the trip, it has defined my life’s work and motivated me to help 
others. I challenge everything now; I am not afraid anymore. (BJ, 
Reflections, June 2013) 

Opened: [I think you have to] be prepared to be open, or to be 
‘opened’, in any number of ways, whether it’s physical, emotional or 
spiritual. Everyone will take something different away from the 
experience, and it really depends on what you’re prepared to allow in, 
what you are prepared to do, and also how willing you are to 
communicate, and not just verbally, to communicate with the 
surroundings, with the people you’re with, with the planet, it’s huge!  
For me, that connection with the planet was almost 50% of the 
experience. (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 
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I needed to change: The experience as a whole, the whole course and 
the Amazon, definitely was very powerful for me, to get me outside of 
myself, and [reflect on] my life… “was I living the life that I wanted?”  I 
realized that I wasn't where I wanted to be, and there was a lot that I 
needed to change, and that I needed to work on to become a better 
person, a better version of myself; creating better relationships with 
family, and just becoming better I guess, and just realizing there's a lot 
that I need to do; to just go out and help people…  It's hard to really 
explain, I don't know how to really explain it, but I knew that I just 
needed to live life to its fullest, and help others sort of do the same. (JC, 
Interview, November 2016) 

I wrote a deep reflection at the end of our trip on the truth of 
why I wanted to take this trip to Colombia. I was not feeling well one 
night due to possible heat exhaustion and/or food poisoning. I do not 
know if I had ever experienced such pain that I experienced that night. 
I felt so sick that evening that it worried me that I might have caught 
something much worse. Being so sick caused me to think, it forced me 
to reflect on why I went on the trip. My reflective journal entry, written 
over the next two days, gives insight into my thoughts that night. I 
wanted to go on the trip to the Amazon for a few reasons, chief of which 
are, life experience and to get away from my life in Vancouver. I wanted 
time away from my family, to get away from home, to delay having to 
choose a career after graduating university, and looking back, I think it 
was a way to try and escape my life baggage. Really, all of my reasons 
for wanting to participate in the AIFS boil down to change and the desire 
for freedom. I wanted change in my life. The trip forced me to reflect 
and come to terms with family relationships. I knew that after this trip 
my life would never be the same again.  

I knew that coming back from the Amazon I needed to become 
a better version of myself, although I didn't think of it in those words at 
the time. Subconsciously, I knew I needed to take my eyes off myself. 
I needed the opportunity to grow and transform. I wanted to go away 
to the Amazon to get away/escape my life; to run away from my 
problems/my past. After being so sick and facing what I thought that 
evening might be death (looking back now, I believe I certainly got 
overly worried about my condition, however that’s where my thoughts 
went at the time), I came away realizing that I could not leave this world 
yet; too many people to help.  

Diego's ‘Panopticon’ film got me thinking about that there are 
people out there in need. In hindsight, it was exactly the experience I 
needed at the time. I wanted something different, I wanted change, but 
the change I experienced was not what I expected. (JC, Double Entry 
Journal, January 2016) 

One world: I think about the Amazon a lot; when I am driving, when I 
am socializing, even when I am sleeping. I think about the trees, the 
flooded banks, the people, the skies, the foreigners, the caretakers and 
the wildlife. I am one of the ones to have been fortunate enough to go 
on this trip of a lifetime; a trip that I have been dreaming of since I was 
a child.  

We are one world. One world that breathes the same air and 
everything we do has an effect on others. I think this theory is thought 
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of but knowing the theory is experiencing it and really understanding 
how things interconnect. I have made meaningful connections with my 
travel mates, instructors, hosts and yes, Elvis, our selfless Amazonian 
guide. These moments are priceless. I swam in the black waters, 
became acquaintances with furry spiders and had a deep sleep in a 
hammock in the forest. I also worked together with my fellow photog 
friends rather than against them. All these things have allowed me to 
look deeper into myself, to reflect and take note of what really matters 
in life. I am sad that this particular journey has come to an end but am 
enthusiastic about what lies ahead. (KC, Self-Reflection, 2015) 

 

 
Photo © Lisa King, 2015. Reproduced with permission. 

Travel is more than the seeing of sights; it is a change that goes on, deep 
and permanent, in the ideas of living.  

(Miriam Beard) 

Lefebvre’s (2000) lived space represents the world as it is directly experienced 

by human beings, an uncensored encounter with the self. The reflections shared in this 

chapter, provide a window into the research participants’ lived experience of the AIFS. A 

number of the research participants spoke about being challenged, and being ‘out of 

their comfort zone’ as a catalyst for critical reflection and personal transformation.  

The reflective and discursive learning process was particularly significant for many; for 

others, the AIFS experience awakened their imagination and unlocked their creativity. 

Many of the research respondents expressed that what happened to them on their 

journey encouraged them to see the world differently. 
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The next chapter looks more closely at the information obtained from the 

survey/questionnaire and at participants’ perspectives on their personal, as well as 

academic experience, of the AIFS experience.  
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The Field School Experience:  

mind, body, heart, & spirit 26      

The longest journey we will ever make as human beings is the journey 
from the mind to the heart… 27 

 (Angaaggaq Angakkorsuaq) 

 
Photo © Diego Samper, 2012. Reproduced with permission. 
 

As part of the inquiry, research participants were asked to reflect on the AIFS 

experience as a whole. The survey/questionnaire probed participants on their overall 

experience and impact of the AIFS experience, personally and academically. In addition 

to the narratives presented in the previous chapters, the information obtained from the 

                                                 
26 Inspired by title of the book ‘Indigenous Storywork, Educating the Heart, Mind, Body, and Spirit’ 
by Jo-ann Archibald / Q’um Q’um Xiiem (Archibald, 2008). 
27 From the title of the article in Cultural Survival quoting Indigenous Knowledge Keeper Angaaggaq 
Angakkorsuaq from Kallaalit Nunaat, Greenland.  (Turtle Lodge, 2017) 
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survey/questionnaire helps to view the students’ perspectives on their experience of the 

AIFS from a different vantage point. This chapter focuses on presenting responses from 

the survey/questionnaire.  

AIFS Overall Experience 

Like all great travelers, I have seen more than I remember, and 
remember more than I have seen.  

(Benjamin Disraeli) 

 

Most Positive and/or Significant? 

As part of the survey/questionnaire, the 22 research participants were asked to 

list any significant moments and/or aspects of the AIFS experience that were most 

positive for them. 

Supporting accounts shared in the previous chapters, most of the respondents’ 

commentaries were associated with their contextual experience of place and with 

people, as well as their lived or personal experiences. A few comments were specific to 

pedagogy or their academic and learning experience. (Refer to Appendix J for a full list 

of participants’ responses) 

Place 

As shared in the previous chapters, many (12) of the respondents listed 

environmental and contextual factors as having been particularly significant for them. 

Most comments where specific to having been immersed in nature, such as “exploring 

the Amazon jungle, sleeping in the forest, watching wildlife, being on the river, seeing 
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pink dolphins, admiring the southern night sky”, and more. For many, learning about 

(and living in) a different environment and experiencing a different rhythm of life was 

particularly notable. 

A few respondents also mentioned aspects of the AIFS that take place in Bogotá, 

such as the Gold Museum and the Chapel of Monserrate as positive experiences. 

People 

Again, consistent with the narratives shared in previous chapters, 15 participants 

listed social and cultural factors that contributed to a positive experience. Notably, 

meeting people and making friends; “the welcoming warm culture”, “meeting people who 

live there, the staff, and hosts”, “the discussions”, as well as sharing their experience 

with peers, “working together with students from other disciplines”, and forming lasting 

friendships, all emerged as significant.  

Personal 

Thirteen respondents also shared statements of personal growth and of self-

discovery that came from the experience, and were seen as positive and meaningful; 

stating “opportunity for personal reflection”, “overcoming fears”, “new outlook on the 

world”, “personal spiritual awakening”, and being able to “make more intentional 

decisions”, and for some, “lasting change”.  

Pedagogy  

As well, 11 of the research participants commented on the activities and 

academic factors that contributed to a positive experience for them. Many highlighted the 

various creative workshops and self-reflection activities such as journaling; others 

mentioned the teaching approach and interdisciplinary nature of the course. 

Some mentioned being away from technology as a positive. Others listed 

specifically learning about the Amazon Rainforest and Indigenous cultures as significant 

for them. 
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Most Negative and/or Most Challenging? 

As part of the survey/questionnaire, research participants were also asked to 

reflect on what they found to be the most challenging during the AIFS, and comment on 

aspects of the AIFS experience that were most negative for them. 

Again, respondents’ commentaries can be categorised according to place, 

people, and personal. A few comments were specific to the pedagogy or academic 

aspects of the course. (Refer to Appendix K for a full list of participants’ responses) 

Place 

The majority of respondents listed physical and environmental conditions such as 

the heat, the humidity, as well as the mosquitoes and bug bites, as negative or 

challenging. A few mentioned finding it difficult to not worry about being super clean all 

the time because of bug spray, sunscreen, and limited showers. Some also remarked 

that trying to wash/dry clothes could be somewhat of a struggle. Others spoke of 

difficulties staying hydrated and feeling sick due to dehydration; one mentioned having 

an adverse reaction to the anti-malarial drug. A few respondents shared that adjusting to 

different food was a challenge. Others mentioned “physically keeping up” and “the lack 

of time to rest and absorb” as a challenge, some found adjusting to the “the lack of 

technology” difficult. 

Some of these also surfaced in the interviews: 

The bugs: The bugs were not awesome for me, I felt like I couldn't 
enjoy the evening because the blackflies were eating me so badly, and 
it was hard for me to stay out. I felt like I missed out because some 
people were able to handle it, or the bugs didn't bug them; and I missed 
out on evenings which is a great portion of the day, because the sun goes 
down [so early]. (KC, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

The smells: I will always remember the smells of our clothes after 
we’ve been there for a few days – “hmm, never gonna get that smell 
out…”  (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016)    

The food: Also, I think part of why I was anxious as well, was the food. 
I wasn't too comfortable with the food, so I was hungry, I was tired, but 
perhaps I wasn't getting the nutrition... or the food fulfillment that I was 
looking for, that I needed, that my body has been used to. So that took 
a bit of adjusting as well. (DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 
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People 

Communication and language barriers seem to have been another major 

challenge for some of the participants. Thirteen of the respondents also commented on 

difficulties being in such intense contact with classmates, as well as being away from 

family and friends. It is interesting that while sharing their experience with peers and 

forming lasting friendships emerged as a strong positive for a majority of the participants, 

a large number also mentioned finding it challenging to get to know each other, having 

difficulties with sleeping in rooms with others, and not getting along with some 

individuals with negative personalities. 

One participant posted some interesting reflections on the course blog: 

Thoughts: I think thoughts get in our way with other people. We are 
almost constantly thinking about what another person thinks of us, what 
we think of them, what we think of them thinking about us, what other 
people think about how we think of one another, and so on in an 
increasingly convoluted web that is so easy to get tangled up in. And 
then there's language ... so many words unsaid that rattle about within 
us, so many words regretted, the memory of which sink into our hearts 
like stones. (CJ, Course blog, May 2015) 

Listening: The Amazon is a place where we can easily say what we 
need to say, and practice listening, for the forest is so vibrantly, 
powerfully alive, and yet non-judgmental. Listening, as such a delicate 
act, cannot be forced. I believe it is about opening a space within oneself 
to experience the world of another. For that space to be cleared out of 
clutter, often we must first say what we most need to say. If not, we 
will most likely spend so much time and energy hopping about the 
clutter of our minds and hearts, trying to fit in what the other person is 
saying, that the value of what the other says is lost, like sand through 
our fingers, and we are left frustrated and exhausted. Listening itself is 
not only a skill but a passion to be nurtured, and can only be present 
when we ourselves are at peace inside. (CJ, Course blog, May 2015) 

Personal 

For many (13), the emotional investment in the experience was particularly 

challenging, such as feeling safe in such a remote area, dealing with fears, the lifestyles 

change, being out of their comfort zone, trusting, and pushing one self. One participant 

commented on being anxious to come back home. 

Two participants wrote about being disturbed learning of the impact Canadian 

mining companies is having in Colombia.  
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Negative view: [The] negative view of Canada due to mining… in that 
Canada is not always viewed positively around the world. (JZ, Survey 
2016) 

Troubling: One of the things that I found troubling was the level and 
influence of Canadian mining companies and the impact on the 
ecosystems in the Amazon. It was not a negative experience but it was 
one of the most troubling things for me. There were a lot of things like 
that actually that I felt helpless about. (MC, Survey 2016) 

For one participant in particular, having a camera and feeling the pressure of 

taking photos became a burden: 

Distracted: Allowing myself to open up…  Experiencing without taking 
photos, the trip was short however and I feel that I let my camera 
distract me too much from just taking it all in. I felt like if I was to go 
back I would not use my camera as much, because I felt it interfered 
with my experience, the fact that I was always taking photos. I was 
present, but not without distractions. I was busy taking photos, rather 
than sitting and being still. We talked a lot about being still and being 
off of your devices, and I would do that again differently. If I went again, 
I think I would have at least a moment or two moments a day where I 
would just be “OK for the next 3 hours I'm just not going to pick up my 
camera, if anything happens who cares, I'll remember it instead”. That's 
a personal critique on my part. There have been stories of your memory 
and camera work; and how it affects your presence. Yes, you have the 
photo but your memories get messed up. So had I done the trip without 
a camera it might have been completely different. (KC, Survey 2016 & 
Interview, Nov. 2016)   

Pedagogy  

A few respondents (four) remarked on finding academic factors such as the extra 

classes beyond the travel and worrying about academic achievement, as negative 

and/or challenging. (Refer to Appendix K for a full list of participants’ responses) 

Anything Missing?  

When asked specifically if anything was missing for them from the experience, 

participants pointed out the following: two said more preparation before leaving for 

Colombia, three mentioned they would have liked a stronger emphasis on the 

community aspect such as working with the community on a community improvement 

project, one participant wished for a stronger social justice element. Four said they wish 

they had more time, and stayed longer. Seven participants said nothing was missing for 

them. (Refer to Appendix L for a full list of participants’ responses) 
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Learning Objectives 

I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand. 
(Confucius) 

As part of the survey, research participants were asked to think back and self-

assess their abilities relative to the course specific learning objectives ‘before’ and ‘after’ 

they participated in the AIFS. (Refer to Appendix I. for detailed definitions of the AIFS 

learning and essential knowledge development objectives) 

As Figure 9.1 illustrates, focusing on ratings of ‘medium to high’, the majority of 

respondents indicated an increased level of competencies in all five learning objectives 

from before to after participating in the AIFS.  

 

Figure 9.1  AIFS Learning Objectives Self-Assessment    
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General Capabilities 

In addition to the learning objectives, research participants were also asked to 

rate themselves relative to general capabilities outlined in the AIFS course intended 

outcomes, before and after participating in the AIFS.   

The following figures illustrate respondents’ responses relative to ‘Cognitive’ 

capabilities (Figure 9.2), ‘Inter-Personal’ capabilities (Figure 9.3), and ‘Intra-Personal’ 

capabilities (Figure 9.4). As the figures demonstrate, again focusing on ratings of 

‘medium to high’, the majority of respondents indicated an increased level in all general 

capabilities outlined. 

 

 

Figure 9.2  AIFS Cognitive Capabilities Self-Assessment 
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Figure 9.3  AIFS Inter-Personal Capabilities Self-Assessment 

 

 

Figure 9.4  AIFS Intra-Personal Capabilities Self-Assessment   
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Value & Contribution 

The survey also asked respondents if they thought that participating in the AIFS 

added value to their education and contributed to various perspectives.   

Consistent with the previous figures indicating that a majority of participants 

considered they had gained an increased level of competencies, knowledge, and 

general capabilities from participating in the AIFS, Figure 9.5 indicates that a majority of 

respondents either ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ that the AIFS added value to their 

education. 

 

Figure 9.5  Value to Education 

 

Two of the respondents offered the following perspectives:  

The future of education: I think actually that’s where education is 
moving towards in terms of focusing more on the experiential 
component of learning; and how it's much more impactful than what 
you can take in a theoretical download of information in a classroom 
setting. You are facilitators of change in the way education is going to 
be delivered in Canada. I believe in this form of education, and I will 
remember it for the rest of my life. (DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 
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Grateful: I look back at my academic career and am grateful for all the 
courses I was able to take, but one thing that strikes me the most is 
that I wish I had gone abroad more. I, like many people, got stuck on 
the price tag of these adventures. I know some even think it’s financially 
irresponsible to travel for school. Learning solely through books has its 
place, but actually getting out and experiencing the world is a whole 
different level. When you physically see the vast skies over the river, 
when you smell the dirt, flowers and trees after a downpour, when you 
taste the local food and see the smiles of its people; that’s absorbing 
knowledge. (KC, BCSA Blog post, 2016) 

 

 

Figure 9.6  Contribution to Perspectives 

 

As Figure 9.6 shows, a majority of the respondents also indicated that they 

consider participating in the AIFS enabled them to gain new perspectives.    
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Satisfaction 

Research participants were also asked to rate their level of satisfaction with 

specific aspects of the AIFS.   

Figure 9.7 indicates that the majority of respondents rated all aspects, including 

their overall experience, as ‘satisfied or ‘very satisfied’.  

 

Figure 9.7  Satisfaction with Various Aspects of the AIFS 

 
The best possible experience:  This was the best possible 
experience; the best possible course I could take at University. 
Definitely well worth it, absolutely money well spent; the best thing you 
could do with your money within the university environment. I mean 
there's a lot of great [other] courses, but I think overall, it's the best 
possible experience you could get at university. It encompasses so 
much, it's those experiences, those sort of events, that you may not 
think you want or need, but those are the moments and those are the 
experiences where you'll find exactly what you need. I would definitely 
recommend the Amazon Field School to anyone. (JC, Interview, 
November 2016)    
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Transformation & Impact  

When asked if they consider that the AIFS experience was transformative for 

them, 21 research participants responded to the survey question; 2 said no, 3 were 

ambivalent, and 16 said yes. Figure 9.8 below illustrates responses by age groups and 

clearly demonstrates that a large percentage of respondents (73%) consider the AIFS 

experience as having been transformative. 

 

Figure 9.8  Transformative Experience by Age Group 

It changed me: What I found [in the Amazon] was truly wonderful. 
People are people, wherever we may live, we all have our struggles… It 
changed me as a person and as a human being. It opened my mind, 
soul, and heart…like nothing before. The Amazon experience taught me 
that there are other ways to see the world and the people in it. (BJ, 
Reflection, 2013)  

As discussed in Chapter 3, Richard Kiely’s (2004) work offers a conceptualization 

of transformative learning within an international learning context. Kiely (2004) 

determined six “transforming forms” that emerged from his longitudinal study of service-

learning in Nicaragua: political, moral, intellectual, cultural, personal, and spiritual (p. 11). 

(Refer to Appendix H) 
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As part of the survey, research participants were asked to self-assess 

themselves relative to Kiely’s (2004) six transforming forms, ‘before’ and ‘after’ 

participation in the AIFS. The results shown in Figure 9.9 illustrate a consistent increase 

in respondents rating themselves medium or above, from before to after participating in 

the AIFS, in all six transforming characteristics; thus indicating a majority of respondents 

considering a level of ‘transformation’ for all six characteristics. 

 

Figure 9.9  Transforming Characteristics Self-Assessment  

It is interesting to note that looking at the responses for before and after, there is 

a consistent 41% to 46% increase in participants rating themselves medium or above in 

all Transforming Forms, except for ‘Moral’ with only a 23% difference between before 

and after.   
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In addition to rating themselves, respondents were asked to reflect and comment 

on whether or not they consider that participating in the AIFS had a residual impact on 

their lives, and if so, how and in what way? Their comments can be grouped according 

to the six “transforming forms” as outlined by Kiely (2004). (Refer to Appendix H) 

Transforming Forms  

POLITICAL 

Kiely (2004) defined the Political transforming form as “expanded sense of social 

responsibility and citizenship that is both local and global” (p. 11). A number of 

participants commented on their increased contextual understanding of global issues 

and sense of responsibility: 

A global citizen: This type of education is invaluable. I think everyone 
should go to the Amazon. I have spoken to Brazilians and Colombians 
whom have lived there for a very long time and have never seen the 
forest in their own countries!!!  It is one thing to read and understand 
social and environmental issues in class. It is another to experience 
them hands on. I now am an Amazon ambassador; I now feel it is my 
duty to spread the word of Amazon importance. I’m an advocate now 
and I feel like I returned awakened. I feel that the field school impacted 
my life in a very positive way and has made me even more globally 
aware. I crave going back there and continuing my Amazon journey of 
discovery.  

Well for me it's all about sustainability. Now I look for way more 
fair trade items, I'm conscious of my water use, it's basically the daily 
sustainable lifestyle that I'm trying to change... more recycling, 
composting... [Also] my role as a global citizen, now I feel like I am 
more considerate of the effects of those decisions. Because that's the 
only way you can really change [things]... as a solo person, to change 
what you do and then hopefully that impacts others. (KC, Survey & 
Interview, 2016) 

To protect: I love the outdoors and exploration, the location not only 
helped me connect with the natural world, it also helped me understand 
the importance of our role as human beings in the protection of our one 
and only livable planet. (LG, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Global ecosystem: Yes, [I learned] the importance of the Amazon 
rainforest to our global ecosystem and the threat to its health. (CJ, 
Survey Nov. 2016) 

The importance of the Amazon: Having our guide have such a depth 
of knowledge in environmental elements added a tremendous amount 
of environmental facts and uses that I hadn't known about before the 
trip. It's hard not to remember how they live there and what they value. 
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Their environment is so important to them and now that I've been there, 
it's hard not to want to keep the Amazon as a forest and not as a 
resource drained area of land. (KD, Survey Nov. 2016)   

Understanding global issues: I think it is difficult to understand the 
world wholly and to truly understand global issues while sitting in a 
classroom. It's one thing to read about environmental issues in a book, 
and to have a vague understanding that something we are doing here 
is having some sort of an impact elsewhere, but it's hard to connect 
these ideas until you actually witness them or actually talk to those 
people you may be affecting. …most universities have similar dialogue 
in what is correct morally and socially. In this way, I feel that most 
discussions we have with one another are simply confirming our own 
biases. The experience of traveling to another country with a different 
culture allows us to question our own personal dialogue. (RJ, Survey 
Nov. 2016) 

Bigger Worldview: I think it has enriched my life and education, but 
not transformed it. [However], absolutely my worldview is a bit bigger 
from having experienced a different continent and way of life, if only for 
a very short time. The Amazon is not something a lot of us learn about 
or experience; it's just this place we read about. Now, it's something I 
have experienced and can talk about as someone who has been there 
(though I am no expert!). I'd like to think I was fairly globally-minded 
before, so in that sense it wasn't revolutionary, but it definitely has 
enriched my life. (LC, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Global issues: Yes, for sure it has reinforced a lot of my core values 
and made me realize the impacts of a lot of global issues that many 
communities are facing. I have already participated in field schools 
before however there are definitely always things to be learned, I’m very 
socially and politically active and I'm constantly exploring 
interdisciplinary and cross disciplinary studies. I feel that there was 
growth in my expansion of knowledge… (RX, Survey Nov. 2016)   

Canada's reputation: I saw my own country in a new light. Canada's 
reputation is "fed" to us from our own patriotism and we don't hear 
about unfavourable practices in other parts of the world. There are 
opportunists everywhere, and just because you're Canadian, doesn't 
mean the same everywhere you go. I learned about how imposing 
Western values on "the poor folks" can be misguided and paternalistic. 
(OT, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Globalization: The Amazon was the first time I'd experienced what 
travel can do for you in terms of learning and growth, and so I continue 
to explore that side of things. It provided me with an opportunity to see 
what the benefits are of travelling and seeing the world, and really 
opening your eyes to globalization and the world outside of Vancouver, 
and outside of Canada. I was born and raised in Vancouver and never 
really traveled much in my life until final year of university. (DJ, 
Interview, Nov. 2016) 
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MORAL 

According to Kiely (2004), the Moral transforming form is defined as developing 

“a relationship of mutual respect and care, and sense of solidarity” (p. 11). Some of the 

respondents provided commentary on their increased sense of connection / community: 

Importance of community: Yes, and no. I thought the experience was 
amazing …it really underscored the importance of community in life. I 
was also struck by the sheer wonder of nature. I don't think it was 
transformative for me in a strictly educational or academic way. 
Community is a large theme in my life, with a lot of my choices centering 
around that idea. I learned a lot of Colombian culture and some of their 
societal, political, and environmental struggles. This opened my mind to 
see other areas of the world more critically. I'm also more globally aware 
of cultural differences and societal hardship around the world. [A take 
away for me was] the importance of community and noticing the impact 
of western culture. (JR, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Connection: [I] just [had] a very strong connection to the land, 
stronger than I had ever imagined. A strong awareness of biodiversity, 
time, spirituality, and energy forms. A connection between cultures and 
similarity between indigenous peoples across the globe in terms of their 
spirituality and peace / beliefs. A strange feeling and understanding of 
circular time almost like perhaps you've been there before. An increased 
sense of intuition and connection to certain peoples that I met, also a 
strange magnetic sense… (RX, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Respect and curiosity: Respect and curiosity of differences was 
developed. Understanding and identifying my own worldview as just one 
of many and not superior. More open to learning about another without 
judgment of the other but analysis of both of us. (OT, Survey Nov. 2016) 

 
INTELLECTUAL 

For Kiely (2004), to “question assumptions re: origin, nature and solutions to 

problems” (p. 11), signifies the Intellectual transforming form. 

It is interesting to note that while 96% of research participants rated themselves 

medium or high in the Intellectual Transforming Form after the AIFS experience (see 

Figure 9.9), very few of them provided statements or observations that speak to this: 

To ask more questions: [The] Amazon Field school was the best part 
of my undergraduate education. It challenged me to look at my 
education in a different way and to strive to learn in a broader way and 
ask more questions in all of my classes and subjects I was learning. The 
environment of the Amazon and Calanoa inspire one to explore in more 
depth. From the global connections of the rainforest and its destruction, 
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to meeting indigenous tribes with vastly different social values. I think 
Amazon Field School was a contributing factor for me to continue to 
learn and search for ways to improve. (MJ, Survey Nov. 2016) 

To question: I definitely came back a different person. I feel that I 
make more time for myself to do productive things rather than expelling 
my energy on things that don’t give me the same back. I question more 
things, especially why the Colombian/Canadian relationship is so poor. 
I am constantly thinking about how I can make the most difference to 
help the Amazon. (KC, Self-Reflection, 2015) 

Asking the bigger question: Curiosity and creativity are key to the 
survival of humanity. At least I think so. ln many parts of the world, 
curiosity leads to action. And I'm not talking about our part of the world. 
We are stuck in an age where we no longer think about how our actions 
impact the world. We don't know what we are doing and we don't really 
know who we are. And that's a big problem. We live in such a fast-
paced, 'get it done' type of world, that we don't even think about the 
'"real questions". …we aren't asking the right question… the bigger 
question… Not how but WHY. (LG, Course Blog, 2015) 

 
CULTURAL 

According to Kiely (2004) the Cultural transforming form is to “rethink dominant 

U.S. cultural and social values, norms, and rituals; questions U.S. global hegemony” (p. 

11). For the purpose of this inquiry, U.S. can be replaced by ‘Western’; this would 

include rethinking Canadian hegemony. A significant number of participants mentioned 

having gained a greater perspective and a larger worldview: 

Differences in cultures: Yes. It was the first experience I had being 
immersed in a new place and culture. The things I learned about 
differences in cultures and how people live, especially in the Amazon 
where they have limited resources, is now a part of my knowledge that 
I am able to access and discuss in many different ways. (AC, Survey 
Nov. 2016) 

Larger world view: I think in a larger world view, of how I am 
connected to those elsewhere and how my actions can affect those even 
as far away as the Amazon. I also think in a happier way, the simple life 
there and the happiness they have inspires me to be a happier person 
with what I have. (MJ, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Changed view: I have a burning desire to travel and continue learning 
in a less structured manner. I used to be nervous about travelling by 
myself until I did it and found it to be incredibly empowering. I came 
back from the AIFS with a completely changed view about the planet 
and how first world cultures tend to abuse and take for granted this 
wonderful gift that we've been given. Seeing how the locals in the 
Amazon respect the land and adjust their lives around the change in 
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seasonal stresses that happen - not the other way around - has made 
me rethink the need for bigger, newer, faster that we've been sold. I 
now choose to live a simpler, leaner life and encourage potential clients 
to do the same. (JT, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Living with less: Learning about living with less and being happy. (BJ, 
Survey Nov. 2016) 

Simplify my life: The whole time I was there I was thinking I have to 
simplify my life. [I learned] how simple life can be, and how sustainable 
you could live if you wanted to, and still be happy. …seeing the river 
expansion and talking to the people, you understand what the world's 
going through but you're kind of removed from it. But now I feel it, you 
feel it because you've met the people who are dealing with it, and that's 
education that you can never get unless you go. (KC, Interview, 2016) 

Greater perspective: [I gained] appreciation for the great wisdom and 
knowledge of traditional shamanism. Immersion in a different culture 
[gives us] a greater perspective on our own. (CJ, Survey Nov. 2016)  

Understand the world differently: I feel like the experience was 
more valuable than I can effectively describe. I think it allowed me to 
understand the world in a different way. The difficulty I find with 
traditional university programs is that generally most classes are very 
similar in regards to expectations, perceptions, and what is considered 
"correct" types of thinking, which makes personal growth a challenge. 
The interdisciplinary field school challenged what I generally accepted 
as "correct" and "inherently true" and allowed me to understand the 
world more wholly, and to understand how my own "western" type of 
thinking could be perceived by others. I believe I have definitely 
improved, but also now understand that I have a long way to go in 
regards to understanding the complicated issues of culture and ethics. 
(RJ, Survey Nov. 2016) 

The people: For me it was a rounding of my personality - a depth of 
experience that is impossible to get from travel books/shows. The 
people!  The area and sights were amazing but I feel it was all 
overshadowed by the people. I did come to the realization that my 
beliefs were NOT the reality. Facing my ideas that I didn't even know I 
had, was very good for me. Elvis was instrumental in this. Realizing you 
held pre-conceived ideas, that you find are totally incorrect. Very much 
a growing situation. Seeing the view of the "White" explorers was 
interesting - and of course, correct - we don't see that blunt appraisal 
of colonization. (MC, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Widening perspectives:  I believe that the AIFS contributed to all four 
perspectives [global, social, environmental, and personal]. Colombia is 
a very unique country and the more you learn about it, the world's 
current view of the country is slowly devalued. These false preconceived 
notions contributed to widening my perspective and giving me a clear 
and more open mind. (TJ, Survey Nov. 2016) 
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All connected: It proved that everything is all relative, however we are 
all connected, and if anything the "developed world" could learn a lot 
from the "developing world". Not even that, but the western world and 
the mentality that technology and science will save us, what about 
spirituality, being connected with the ecosystem that supports us? (BK, 
Survey Nov. 2016) 

More conscious: I believe that I am more conscious of societal issues 
than I had been previously. I had previously considered myself to be an 
"intelligent" person and thus did not necessarily consider conflicting 
viewpoints, as I presumed myself to be correct in most cases. I am now 
much more aware of my own flaws and biases. (RJ, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Opened my eyes: Coming from a westernized country, I believe it 
really benefited me to see and experience a country that lives more 
simply compared to Canada. It was my first time experiencing a place 
where people needed very little in order to be happy. It opened my eyes 
to the materialism that western countries indulge in and yet have higher 
rates of depression and illness. It showed me how people can live off 
their lands without much excess and they seemed to live their lives 
without too many burdens. Personally I believe it made me become 
more appreciative of the simple things and the life I'm fortunate to have. 
I feel like it added value to my personal growth which in turn added 
value to my education. I believe it allowed me to become very accepting 
and open minded to people from all different backgrounds and origins. 
(EB, Survey Nov. 2016) 

More than one way: I learned that there is more than one way to live 
a happy, fulfilled existence. (OT, Survey Nov. 2016) 

 
PERSONAL  

Kiely (2004) characterized Personal transforming form as to “rethink previous 

self-concepts, lifestyle, relationships, and career” (p. 11). Many of the research 

participants offered statements of self-discovery and personal development: 

Self-discovery: The Amazon Field School has been one of the most 
transformative experiences of my life. It made me discover more so of 
who I was and how I am connected to others and the world around me 
and broader. This field school was a life experience that I think of often. 
When I have self-doubt, I think to my experience or read my journal 
from that time and it reassures me I am on the right track, as I set 
many life goals for myself during that time. I also think in a larger world 
view, of how I am connected to those elsewhere and how my actions 
can affect those even as far away as the Amazon. I also think in a 
happier way, the simple life there and the happiness they have inspires 
me to be a happier person with what I have. The quietness and space 
for reflection make one look at one’s own personal life and perspective 
as well. (MJ, Survey Nov. 2016) 
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Gained important perspective: Yes. I had made decisions there, 
through self-reflection, on what I wanted from life and started 
formulating the steps I need to take to get me there. The AIFS was the 
best part of my education. I was getting bored of being stuck in a 
classroom learning through textbooks and lectures, it was refreshing to 
learn from experience and be able to come to my conclusions about life.    
I gained an important perspective on life while listening to Diego 
Samper’s speech. He taught me that dreams can come true; it may take 
a long time to accomplish them but if you stick with it, it can happen. 
This revelation was important to me because I always want to 
accomplish things instantly and when they take longer than expected I 
become discouraged. I also isolate myself and focus solely on the task 
on hand, Diego continued to live his life and still achieved his dream. 
(AC, Reflection, 2015 & Survey 2016) 

Opportunity to develop and grow: Yes - I felt this was a great way 
to finish off my degree [and] it provided me with a solid foundation on 
what it means to travel to places in the world, which are unfamiliar. It 
provided a good opportunity for me to develop and grow personally. I 
was uncomfortable during the field school, so it put me in a state of 
enhanced alertness of my emotions and feelings. The social and 
environmental elements were less impactful as my personal growth. 
This was a good experience to learn about myself. I think I take more 
time for personal reflection now. I never really had that as a focus or a 
thing that I thought would be meaningful in my life, and something that 
would be useful for my own satisfaction or fulfillment. This is something 
I do differently now in terms of my behavior; every once in a while I'll 
take some time to reflect on how things are going, “am I heading in the 
right direction in terms of what I want in my life both personally and 
professionally?”. So those stop-checks every once in a while is 
something that I've incorporated into my life since going on the Amazon 
Field School. 

The concept behind transformative experiences means that, at 
an underlying perspective, things change or are altered. In my case, 
this Amazon Field School provided me with a broader perspective of the 
world, while giving me a number of take-aways or major things I’ve 
learned. Something I learned about myself throughout this entire trip 
was that I enjoy learning about different ideas and concepts. This entire 
trip was a risk for me. Something out of my normal realm… (DJ, Survey 
& Interview, 2016)  

Honest with myself: Yes, extremely transformative. It taught me self-
reflection and how to be honest with myself and my thoughts. It 
humbled me by showing how a daily interaction with nature can ease 
anxiety. It was the first time I learned how to manage anxiety. 
Absolutely. I now practice self-reflection regularly. It helped me confront 
my anxieties and I am positive this is why I've been able to make 
"riskier" decisions. [I also learned] the importance that nature plays for 
my happiness. I was able to work through many personal barriers and 
struggles I was going through at the time. Travel has always been a 
type of medicine for me. It was wonderfully eye opening to see the rich 
culture and diversity of the forest. (JJ, Survey Nov. 2016) 
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Consider my own path: Yes - The AIFS was extremely important to 
me as it forced me to consider my own path and question my life 
decisions. It has allowed me to grow personally and has given me the 
courage and confidence to find my own path in life. At some point during 
the trip I realized I didn't have a particular goal or reason for being in 
school, and I was only attending classes because I didn't know what else 
to do with my life. "Being in school" perpetually was just a way for me 
to avoid actually moving on, because I hadn't yet developed the 
personal skills necessary to live in "the real world". Basically, school for 
me was a means of avoidance rather than progression. The AIFS 
experience gave me the courage to leave KPU and pursue the career I 
always wanted but never thought I'd actually be able to have, (but now 
do!)  I realize this isn't particularly helpful from an academic standpoint, 
but it was incredibly beneficial to me personally. It has helped ease my 
anxieties regarding what I can and cannot do. Yes. It has already had a 
lasting effect as it gave me the strength and perspective to change the 
path I was on and follow my own. I believe I became a much stronger 
person after the AIFS experience, am more determined, and work 
harder at achieving my goals. (RJ, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Tranquility: Yes. In too many ways (and too subtle) to describe here. 
It gave me an invaluable experience of tranquility and submersion in a 
place of such vibrant growth. For instance, the experience of peace and 
[the] ongoing challenge to create that in daily Vancouver life. [It ignited 
an] interest in wilderness programs; in shamanism/spirituality; in using 
nature as a creative environment; in following guides; in being with 
myself in intense/stimulating environments; in the negotiation of 
personal relationships. The trip also inspired over 100 pages of memoir 
writing, and opened up a potential career path. (CJ, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Help me be open: It's hard to say in my experience because I went 
into it so broken and so out of mind, body and soul that it wouldn't take 
2 weeks to figure it all out. I was very lost at this time. That being said, 
the experience helped me be open to these feelings, these feelings of 
being lost. The AIFS helped me be okay with my lack of awareness to 
myself. Therefore, yes, I do think that the AIFS has had a lasting effect 
on my daily life, because it has left me with so many questions. (LG, 
Survey Nov. 2016) 

Self-development:  Yes…AIFS sparked a journey of self-development 
and discovery for me. It opened my eyes to how a change in your 
environment and putting yourself in uncomfortable situations can make 
you grow. It was something that came at a time where I needed it the 
most. It provided an environment where I could feel safe expressing 
myself and the emotions that I was dealing with at that time. I believe 
that the combination of multiple facets of the program (creativity, travel, 
personal development) were all strongly touched upon and resulted in 
a well-rounded, highly beneficial experience for myself. To this day I 
continue to always be open to learn about myself and develop skills and 
tools in order to fully enjoy my life and I doubt I would be the same 
person without my experience at AIFS. (EB, Survey Nov. 2016)  
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Changed my life: Yes. It has transformed many areas in life and 
excited me to learn more about the region and people. Yes. It will and 
has changed my life for the better. (BJ, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Ignited passion:  My outlook and learning perspective had shifted 
while in Colombia. It ignited a passion for learning and self-discovery 
that I believe carried through my last years at Kwantlen and into my 
current career. This was sparked not only by the AIFS curriculum, the 
location, and the people we met along our trip, but primarily the 
instructors. Their way of leading the group through the trip and framing 
our education enhanced my overall experience. (TJ, Survey Nov. 2016)   

Questioning: is rich with emotion and love. A great experience. [I was] 
questioning myself when I got back to Canada, and feeling like I had 
lost sight of the true me. Priorities change and [one needs] to be open 
to realizing when one doesn't serve you any longer. Once I'm out of 
school I wish to revisit all that I wrote, and truly implement certain 
aspects into my life more. I wish I had taken more time, and been in a 
program more open to field schools and studying abroad. BUT more 
importantly [I learned] that what is a priority in your life you can make 
happen. (BK, Survey Nov. 2016)  

Personal growth: Yes. Travelling especially to places like the Amazon 
definitely provide tremendous personal growth as well as expand worldly 
view firsthand. It really made me prioritize my goals in regards to how 
I wanted to spend my time and the importance of being on the land at 
home; something that I was aware of but hadn't so much put into action. 
I am very grateful for the opportunity and that the program had a great 
structure that was extremely beneficial to my growth not only as a 
student but as a person. (RX, Survey Nov. 2016) 

Unanswered questions:  My main concern from this trip was to come 
back knowing what my future career would entail for me. I went in 
hoping I would have some of my questions answered about where I 
would go in my career direction. I think going into it, I had a pretty 
unrealistic expectation that I would come out knowing exactly what I 
wanted to do for my career and future goals. I just hoped this would 
give me this magical realization and enlightenment that would help me, 
but.... no, that didn't really happen. I think I was expecting a lot…  I still 
don’t know, but, unlike before, I realize that for right now, I’m ok with 
that. I realized that to have expectations already sets the idea up for 
failure. This experience has showed me that no matter what plans you 
try to set for yourself, you either whither in disappointment, or grow 
with hope in the opportunities of the present. (PJ, Reflection, 2015; 
Survey & Interview, Nov 2016) 

Personal insight: I also gained a lot of personal insight from living in 
community with the students and staff. (JR, Survey Nov. 2016)  

Personal development: My personal development has grown 
substantially after meeting such a diversity of peoples and being 
immersed in their cultures. Meeting indigenous peoples and staying in a 
community largely removed from our technology based culture 
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encouraged us to strip away a lot of our personal fears and allow us to 
fully experience our feelings and emotions. (JT, Survey Nov. 2016)   

Personal growth: Certainly! I was able to grow and develop myself in 
a supportive environment in ways that I could not have done in a 
traditional course. It put me on the path to personal growth. It gave me 
space to deal with the emotional baggage I carried around. It provided 
an environment to mature and begin growing my emotional intelligence. 
It helped me learn to love myself, which in turn allowed me to develop 
more positive relationships with family and close friends. (JC, Survey 
Nov. 2016) The AIFS was most certainly a transformative trip; the 
impact is still felt to this day. Looking back, I went to the Amazon with 
my own very self-centered immature problems, and I left [came back] 
a more mature person. I went looking to find myself and my path in life. 
Now the trip was what I needed to grow and guide me on my path in 
life. Because of this trip, I am now on the path to improve myself and 
make positive impact on others. (JC, Double Entry Journal, January 
2016) 

Emotional: It was emotional for me and I don't think I would have 
gotten that anywhere else, honestly. I think it was just the energy of 
the place, and the people, together. I really learned a lot about 
myself…it's a growing of your soul, I suppose. (KC, Interview, Nov. 
2016) 

 
SPIRITUAL 

 Kiely (2004) describes the Spiritual transforming form as “a movement toward 

deeper (un)conscious understanding of self, purpose, society, and greater good” (p. 11). 

A few of the participants expressed finding a greater sense of purpose and ‘becoming 

better’ as a result of this experience: 

A leap forward:  Little did I know that it was only a trip to Colombia 
that would reshape me spiritually. I believe that I have made a huge 
leap forward in restoring the broken link between my mental and 
physical self, and for this, I am eternally grateful. (BJ, Reflections, June 
2013) 

Changed: Yes. I've been more curious, more compassionate 
/empathetic, flexible in thinking, more true to myself. I don't really know 
how to describe it, but I know that I have changed and others have seen 
it too. I started moving forward in a career and in advocacy and there 
is a passion for living fully that just seems to grow. [It] opened me up 
to possibilities, daring to dream bigger, see the bigger picture and live 
more intentionally by taking my own journey seriously and honouring it. 
This evolved over the years following as I have been in more constant 
dialogue with self and others, challenging beliefs and the sources of 
them; not taking "that's just how it is" and leaving it at that. I applied 
for, and completed my MA and attribute this decision largely on my 
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Amazon experience. My world got bigger, and I continue to use the 
reflective skills that I developed to move higher. As a person with a 
disability, I had been limiting myself and blaming my circumstances and 
others (society) for that limitation. [I learned that] I am responsible in 
creating some of my own barriers. There is more to "life" than the 
material or intellectual. Dare to dream. Courage can be practiced. Self-
worth comes from valuing self AND others. Most things aren't either/or 
but both/and. Yes, as mentioned previously, I feel like I'm doing myself 
justice by having the courage to live intentionally. It has been a process 
that has continued to grow, and it was not just a one off experience and 
I came back "changed". The Amazon experience was the seed, and the 
reflection work was the early cultivation. (OT, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Spiritual connection: I think there was a side of me that was impacted 
immediately. For me, just knowing and hearing people talk about how 
closely tied they are to the planet and how it affects their everyday life. 
That’s the message that really resonated with me, and it’s something 
that I think about now on a daily basis. I don’t know why, something I 
experience down there, something that connected with me, I’m much 
more sensitive to changes in the energy. I felt a spiritual connection 
with the planet. …it deepened my perceptions of things, my 
understanding of things, and really tapped into the more spiritual side 
of me which, I don’t go there very often. I definitely felt like there was 
something inside me that was touched, and has stayed with me. I think 
the people there really do have that. I think it’s just in their culture and 
probably because they don’t have all the [noise] interference. I don’t 
know what it is, but I have definitely noticed that since I’ve been back. 
One of those unexplained things… (JT, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

Create a better world:  It helped to ignite my dream/desire to explore 
the world and make it a better place. The immersive environment and 
all the moments along the way, I think it just opened me up and really 
paved the way for even more growth. [It] refocused and reminded me 
that there are a lot of people in the world I need to help. [The AIFS] was 
a great stepping stone in order to receive an even greater opportunity 
to grow. Coming back, I was fortunate to have the opportunity to meet 
some young social entrepreneurs who are financially independent, 
working to create a better world and to empower other people to do the 
same, and help them. I had the opportunity to connect with them, and 
earn their mentorship and get under their wings, see how they’re 
making the world better, and get an opportunity to partner and work 
with them.  

My worldview was permanently expanded and reminded me of 
how fortunate we are in North America. It sparked the seed of change 
within me and put me in the right mindset to receive an opportunity to 
elevate and transform myself at an even higher level. [The Amazon Field 
School] opened me up to greater opportunities and I think it was exactly 
what I needed… it just made me more open to new experiences and 
more open-minded. It gave me the opportunity to become better, to 
constantly grow and make a positive contribution, and every day 
working to become better than I was the day before. “Did I do the best 
that I could today?” and “how can I make it better tomorrow.” I don't 
think I would be here without it; I would’ve never got that if I had just 



204 

graduated, I think I would’ve just been adrift for a lot longer. (JC, Survey 
& Interview, Nov. 2016)  

 

Exemplification  

Once you have traveled, the voyage never ends, but is played out over 
and over again in the quietest chambers. The mind can never break off 
from the journey. 

(Pat Conroy) 

 

In closing this chapter, I yield to the participants’ words and summative 

reflections on their experience of the AIFS. For many, the experience cannot be broken 

down into simple, specific terms; it calls to be considered holistically.  

It changed me: Let me say that the Amazon: its people, trees, animals, 
beautiful air, and water became a part of me. It courses through my 
veins and fuels my dreams. I received the best, fleeting, taste of 
paradise that money couldn’t buy. I met people; I got to know them and 
experienced the Amazon through their eyes, seeing the way they live 
every day. I was told my experience would change me. I didn’t believe 
it at first, but it did. I am writing more, reflecting and taking time to 
acknowledge what makes me tick. I am less fearful of taking 
adventurous leaps. Studying abroad has the potential to drastically 
change your life. Each and every person walks away with something 
unique and with memories they will share and treasure for a lifetime. 
Personally, my experience has pushed me to want to give back; to go 
back with a greater purpose and return with more stories to tell. (KC, 
BCSA Blog post, 2016) 
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A milestone: There were many learning opportunities on the trip, 
wherever you looked there was knowledge to be taken away. Personally, 
I have become more capable in my ability to travel, which is significant 
because I am filled with wanderlust and now I am more confident that 
I can pack my bags and embark on a journey whenever I want to and 
can afford to. Academically, I have enhanced my critical thinking skills 
due to analyzing situations from many angles. …I had to consider 
cultural difference and how the environment played a part in the lives 
of the people in the Amazon. This also helped me enhance my 
multicultural sensitivity skills…  Before leaving for the trip, I did not have 
an expectation of how everything would be and what I would learn 
because it was something I had never done before, but I did not expect 
to learn as much as I did. The experience has influenced my academic 
plans; I am now thinking of pursuing my masters somewhere else in the 
world than here in British Columbia, which wasn’t something that was 
important to me before now.  

Honestly, I can’t see how I enriched the lives of the people of 
Columbia which is horrible to say. I feel like I was so consumed with 
taking away as much knowledge as I could that I didn’t really allow 
myself to create an impression on the people there. I did feel a strong 
sense of community in Colombia, which for the most part I felt outside 
of because of playing the role of spectator except for when dancing in 
El Vergel. I think having a strong community there is important for 
survival because it provides support to its members. To me it seems 
their foundational values have to do with family and friends. It was very 
insightful seeing the difference in the sense of community in Columbian 
culture verse that of Canadian life. I wish we could integrate a sense of 
value for positive interactions amongst Canadians, even if it is just 
putting away your phone and having a friendly conversation with a 
stranger while waiting. I am surprised that I took the first step and 
actually applied and set out to be a part of the Amazon Field School; I 
heard about the opportunity through peers at school and I knew that I 
wanted to go whole heartedly and for once I didn’t let obstacles subside 
my dreams. I will remember everything that touched me, changed me 
or heightened my outlook on life…  it has become a milestone in my life. 
From this experience, I am left with a feeling of being connected to 
myself and the world. (AC, Reflection, 2015) 

Unforgettable: The Amazon trip was, without a doubt, an 
unforgettable experience. It's meant a lot for me to have this 
experience. When I look back at my overall education experience, 
there's certain parts of my education that were more influential than 
others in terms of what got me to where I am today, and one of those 
things is absolutely my experience in the Amazon. I think it cultivated, 
and really brought together, everything that I experienced in my 
education at Kwantlen. I think that if I didn't go on [the AIFS] and had 
that experience, there would be a sense of un-fulfillment and I'd be 
constantly yearning for some sort of experiential piece to my education 
which wasn't there. I think the Amazon was completely different from 
anything else at school. I will always look back at the Amazon Field 
School and remember that’s what brought everything together for me 
from an education perspective.  



206 

Personally, it's provided me with growth and there are a couple 
of things, reflecting on the overall experience that had meaning for me 
going forward. In terms of interacting with and working with people that 
you don't necessarily know, the Amazon experience put me in an 
environment where I needed to build relationships and mobilize those 
relationships very quickly, because we were going into the ’Amazon’ 
together…  So I think that has prepared me to find ways to build 
relationships with people in a very short period of time, and I apply that 
into my work setting now. Another meaningful area for me from the 
Amazon experience was probably, dealing with conflict. When I look 
back, there will always be people in your life where you don't necessarily 
agree with, or your views are different, or you have conflict with; and 
so by being [exposed to] those kinds of relationships and conflict 
situations, there's something that benefitted me now in the professional 
setting.  

If I were to summarize and articulate it to a potential student [of 
the AIFS], I would say “the Amazon Field School is not for everybody, 
but if you're looking for an experience that will stretch you, that will 
challenge your way of thinking, that will provide you with experiencing 
a different way of life, and putting yourself in an uncomfortable situation 
- because you actually learn the most when you're uncomfortable - then 
the Amazon Field School will provide you with those kinds of 
opportunities. And it will provide you with some meaning, not only in 
your current life and the way that you're living life, but also perhaps, 
how you would like your life to be lived in the longer term”. (DJ, 
Interview, Nov. 2016)   

Beautiful: Here in North America I find we are very reluctant to mention 
the word beautiful. It is almost a taboo, like saying something is perfect. 
It is so rare to hear “beautiful” in an everyday conversation in Canada. 
In contrast, many other cultures, including Colombians, use the word in 
almost every conversation. Marlene is a great example of this. 
Everything she talks about is described as beautiful, which to me shows 
her great enjoyment and appreciation for life. It makes me wonder why 
we as Canadians are so reluctant to use the word just as often. People 
seem afraid to use the word because of the power it holds, similar to 
the word love. As Canadians, I think we need to step away from this 
connotation and bring it into our everyday language. Whenever 
someone describes something as beautiful it makes everyone step back 
and take a closer look at that beauty. Whether it is an immediate 
aesthetic or an inner self. It has the ability to help society recognize the 
world they live in is not full of negativity, which we often get too caught 
up in, and that it’s beauty should be appreciated. 

I have acquired new knowledge throughout my Colombian 
travels but the most significant learning experience was not one that I 
was expecting. I learned to open up my view to see the beauty in our 
world. We often go throughout our day neglecting to see the everyday 
things around us that are truly beautiful. Whether that is a gorgeous sky 
or the beauty in people we surround ourselves with. In one of Diego’s 
workshops he stated, “Beauty is stalking you”. I think this is a very 
powerful quote because we are all surrounded by beautiful things but 
it’s the matter of changing our perspectives and getting rid of negativity 
to allow us in seeing that beauty. The negativity I am speaking of can 
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come in many forms. It can be the stress of the day blinding us from 
enjoying what we are surrounded by or prejudgments that restrict us 
from seeing past those negative thoughts. “Beauty is stalking us”; we 
just need to open our eyes to seeing it. 

Now being back in Canada, is when I begin to feel the change 
and my realizations really step forward. I could go on and on about the 
different circumstances along the trip that brought beauty to my eyes 
but the real change for me happened here. My new perspective still 
remains and I continuously recognize beauty in my everyday life. I find 
it has heightened my experiences and has opened up my creative side. 
The Amazon Field School submersed me into rich culture and 
experiences that I will never forget. The people I have met along the 
way have opened up my mind to ideas I may have never discovered or 
realized in my life. My beautiful was found in Colombia. (TJ, Reflection, 
2013)  

 

 

The participants’ accounts presented in these chapters are evocative and 

compelling. Participants eloquently described their thoughts, their encounters, and their 

emotions about their experience of the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School. The 

stories are the data; they reveal a complexity of experiences that cannot be easily 

parsed or quantified. The next chapter concludes the thesis with a discussion and 

reflections that will help to further illuminate participants' perspectives on their AIFS 

experience.  
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Reflections & Considerations 

We learn more by looking for the answer to a question and not finding it 
than we do from learning the answer itself. 

(Lloyd Alexander) 

 
Photo © Diego Samper, 2012. Reproduced with permission.  

  

I started this inquiry by asking the question ‘what are the students’ perspectives 

on their experience of KPU's Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School (AIFS), and how can 

they be described?’ The question came from a deep desire to more fully understand the 

Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School experience from the students' vantage point, and 

to delve deeper into the meaning of their experience; not to quantify but to capture its 

essence so that I could bear witness to this unique learning experience.  
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In Review 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the exploratory research design of the study was a 

mixed method, interpretive, iterative, and elaborative process; with a focus on probing 

participants on their perspectives of their experiences. The objective was to explore the 

Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School experience from a broad viewpoint, and to 

uncover new insights that could contribute to a better understanding of the impact of the 

field school experience on participants.  

The intent of this study was to comprehensively document student experiences, 

and present a rich, nuanced, and informative picture of the various perspectives, 

experiences, and stories as shared by the participants. The study sought to understand 

how this type of field school provides opportunities for purposeful, meaningful, and 

contextually grounded transformative learning experiences, by exploring the practices of 

experiential education within a non-formal and cross-cultural context.  

The Framework  

Inspired by Henri Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) triad of social space to conceptualize 

the field school in terms of interlinked ‘moments’, the analytical framework developed for 

the study provided a tool for exploring the continuous transactional relationship of the 

productive forces of the field school experience. (Refer to Chapter 3 – see framework re-

presented below - figure 10.1) 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Lefebvre (1974/1991) views space as a dimension of 

human practice grounded in the experience of place. For Lefebvre (2000), social space 

is at once mental construction (conceived), physically and socially organized relations 

(perceived), and more importantly, experienced by human groups in specific locales 

(lived). As a tool for inquiry and analysis, looking at the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field 

School from a Lefebvrian relational perspective attends to the conceptual, as well as the 

physical and social aspects of learning context; and provides a synchronistic lens 

through which to look at the interrelationship between pedagogy (ideological), people 

(sociological), and place (perceptual). 

Viewed from this phenomenological perspective, the field school experience is 

grounded in a three-dimensionality that includes not only a concrete material experience 



210 

(interpersonal), but also a conceptual (intellectual), and an emotional experience 

(intrapersonal), thus supporting the exploration of the personal, social, and contextual 

aspects of the experience. 

 

Figure 10.1 The Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School Analytical Framework 

 
As presented in Chapter 3, this framework represents each of the dimensions in 

conscious transactional relationships, and holds them in a synchronistic triplicity that 

transcends Cartesian binary opposition. Resisting the urge to reduce the experience to a 

single dimension, dialectic rather than causal, not attributing more importance to one 

aspect over the others, the framework provides a way to envision the AIFS; an 

experience not limited to physical encounters, but an experience that also involves 
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communication, language, and discourse, as well as an exchange of culture, emotions, 

and passions. 

Furthermore, to broaden the contextual examination of the field school 

experience, the inquiry brought together Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) conceptual triad of 

social space with philosophical and theoretical perspectives related to experiential 

education, place-based learning, and transformative learning theory (as discussed in 

Chapter 3). In the context of field schools, these concepts tie in holistically with 

Lefebvre’s views of social space and are useful in helping us to re-envision our notion of 

space in terms of the learner’s experience. These perspectives provided the foundation 

for the research; contributing to the framework, helping to shape and guide the research, 

and aiding in the analysis of the phenomenon being explored.  

More specifically, Richard Kiely's (2005) integrated view of transformative 

learning theory that is inclusive of both form and process of transformation offered a 

complementary lens through which to examine and interpret the students' experiences. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Kiely's (2002, 2004, 2005) longitudinal study of service 

learning in Nicaragua examined both forms and processes of transformation, and 

outlined five transformational learning processes, as well as six transforming forms (refer 

to Appendix H). 

Looking at participants’ experiences through multiple lenses allowed for 

unexpected juxtapositions to emerge, producing rich data which provided for insightful 

exploration (refer to figure 10.2). Approaching the AIFS experience from a relational 

point of view was helpful in acknowledging the multi-dimensionality of the field school 

experience, and the learning that can emerge from place-specific experiences; and was 

a powerful model for better understanding the breadth of the experience, and helping to 

recognize the potentiality for long-term transformative impact on students.  
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Figure 10.2  Multiple Analytical & Organizing Lenses 

 
While each dimension of the experiential triad is presented in its own chapter, I 

did not consider the different aspects of the framework as separate or disconnected 

containers into which all data had to fit. The key was to extract complex and multifaceted 

stories of experience that would later be organized into meaningful patterns. Each story, 

each thread, is part of an integrative whole. 

Chapter 6 presented accounts of the participants' conceived experience. The 

realm of conscious thought, of imagination, expectations, assumptions, and motivations, 

manifested as mental constructs or abstractions. Chapter 7 put forward the participants’ 

perspectives on their experience of place. The perceived experience, the realm of the 

physical, the material, including nature; the inter-personal domain of socially organized 

relations and spatial practice in everyday activities. Chapter 8 is focused on the lived 

experience of participants. The intra-personal domain, the realm of attributed meaning, 
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of emotions, and encounter with self. Chapter 9 looks more closely at the information 

obtained from the survey/questionnaire and at participants’ perspectives on their 

personal as well as academic experience of the AIFS experience.  

While looking at learning outcomes for the AIFS course was not explicitly the 

focus of the study, probing participants on their academic perspectives was helpful 

toward understanding the full scope of the experience, including the pedagogical 

aspects. Using the construct of Pedagogy, Place, People, as well as the Personal, 

offered an effective and insightful way to parse and organize the participants’ 

commentaries. Additionally, Kiely’s (2005) six transforming forms provided a 

complementary lens through which to view and interpret the participants’ narratives, and 

was a valuable means to better understand the transformative impact of the AIFS 

experience on students. 

By broadening the contextual examination of the field school experience, this 

study helps us to better understand the role that environment, context, and circumstance 

play in the student experience.  

Reflections 

Possibilities are at the Intersections  

Consistent with a narrative view of experience, the knowledge gained from this 

inquiry is textured by particularity and incompleteness, and is less about generalizations 

and conclusions than it is about considering and imagining possibilities (Clandinin and 

Murphy, 2007). 

The opportunities of the experience lie in the intersections between the 

imagination of the conceived space, the perceived space of contextual experience of the 

place and its people, and how that experience goes on to live within each person. That is 

to say, the points at which people, pedagogy, and place converge can often be a 

powerful catalyst for potential growth and transformation. 
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People  

The search which we make for this quality, in our lives, is the central 
search of any person, and the crux of any individual person’s story. It is 
the search for those moments and situations when we are most alive. 

(Christopher Alexander) 

The participants’ stories are compelling and powerful. They reveal a complexity 

of experience that is at times difficult for them to communicate or explain. The impact of 

taking part in the AIFS ranges from it having been an enriching academic experience, to 

a powerful holistic experience that they cannot always describe in specific terms; their 

stories are best told with their own words and in their own way. 

A reflection of self: I feel like my writing will not convey my experience 
here. I have had difficulty articulating my Amazon trip to others. They 
are interested in the landscape and the animals, but for me these things 
are phantoms. I did not see any of them. I talk about them because it 
is what people want to hear; tarantulas and poisonous frogs and 
monkeys and toucans. How do I share my internal experience?   

Although my journey did not officially start until I boarded the 
plane, I feel like I had already been travelling a weary, long time; maybe 
even years ago. A trip like this cannot exist in a prescribed time and 
space. What I experienced in Colombia, in particular the Amazon, could 
not exist without my whole being, my whole history of experiences, my 
perceptions, and my heart. My experience is a reflection of myself… (OT, 
Reflection, 2013) 

 

After speaking with the research participants and listening to all of the stories, it 

becomes evident that the AIFS cannot be distilled down to some universal experience or 

experiences. Everyone has a story that cannot be reduced to some standardized 

universality, each story is unique, but yet holds a piece of the essence of the experience. 

Ultimately, each person takes their own path to personal growth and learning, and to 

finding their place in the world; and each person’s dreams, their conceptions, their 

motivations, and their expectations, combines with their own experience of place and 

social interactions with their peers and others to form or to represent the totality of the 

experience.  

A Journey to Wholeness in the Amazon Rainforest:  
Everyone has a story. Mine is similar to most; however, I have noticed 
over the years that everyone always has some unique twist to their 
personal story, a sort of fingerprint - something that makes them who 
they are. This uniqueness enables me to enter into a better 
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understanding of their world and how they perceive themselves and 
their surroundings. Stories naturally lend themselves to aiding in the 
development of deeper understanding of one another, helping us to 
relate and share knowledge and foster open communication. They are 
integral in the formation of society and culture, to cement common goals 
and customs by bringing people together in a shared experience. They 
truly become part of the human fibre. Philosophy, anthropology, 
biology, and religion all have stories on what it means to be human, and 
the dichotomy of the mental and physical self. My journey in this story 
has awoken me to the understanding that these two parts must function 
together. I am today the total of many events and experiences over the 
years, some good, and others uncomfortable and painful; nonetheless, 
I have used some aspect from all of them in developing my 
understanding of the world. The thoughts here are based on experiences 
before, during and after my trip to the Amazon and have taught me that 
everything in this life has an intimate connection to everything else - 
and so, as one story ends, another seems to begin; a never ending 
cycle. Humans, animals, bugs, birds, even the landscape all have their 
own story to tell. This journey has forced me to take notice of the stories 
that are coming alive around me, each weaving in and out of the other, 
ultimately changing events and destinies. After intimate reflection, this 
particular story has become one of my most cherished memories of the 
most enlightening kind. A chronicle of events profoundly awakening, 
that have led into further events more joyous, and fulfilling than any I 
have experienced before. I have never travelled the easy road, and it 
has ultimately taken the Amazon rainforest and some amazing people 
along the way to help me truly understand that there is always light 
after the darkness. This journey abroad has made this light a little 
brighter, and changed my perspective on myself and humanity. (BJ, 
Reflection, 2013) 

 
Pedagogy 

It is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness. 

(William L. Watkinson) 

Current discussions of field schools and study abroad programs tend to focus 

mostly on singular aspects of learning, primarily intercultural competency and global 

citizenship; considerations of the impact of learning on students' lives beyond the 

academic experience seem to be largely ignored in the literature. In addition, the 

majority of field school opportunities tend to be discipline specific. The interdisciplinarity 

of the AIFS offers an opportunity to more fully examine the field school experience, 

holistically rather than focusing on specific outcomes.  
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In his book Earth in Mind, David Orr (1994/2004) advocates for a ‘rethinking of 

education’. He states: 

…the worth of education must now be measured against the standards of 
decency and human survival - the issues now looming so large before us 
in the twenty-first century. It is not education, but education of a certain 
kind, that will save us. (p. 8) 

Orr (1994/2004) warns of the dangers of education, including the risk of 

damaging our sense of wonder; he deplores the absence of integrated curriculums and 

that the Cartesian philosophy of education has “separated man from nature, stripped all 

intrinsic value from nature, and then proceeded to divide mind and body” (p. 31). He 

goes on to argue that there is “no way to separate feeling from knowledge. …object from 

subject. …no good reason to separate mind or body from its ecological and emotional 

context” (p. 31). 

Echoing John Dewey, Orr (1994/2004) states “real education requires first-hand 

knowledge, meaning an intimate connection between the mind and material creative 

activity” (p. 28). In calling for a change in education, Orr (1994/2004) affirms that no 

other institution offers a greater potential and hope for healing our broken bond with 

nature. In his book, he puts forward six principles for rethinking education: 

1. That all education is environmental education. 

2. That education should be a mastery of one’s person. 

3. To use knowledge well and responsibly.  

4. The need to understand the effects of knowledge on real people 
and communities. 

5. The power of examples over words. 

6. That where and how learning occurs is as important as course 
content.  

(Orr, 1994/2004, pp. 12 -14) 

The following reflection by one of the research participants particularly makes 

this point: 

Knowledge through experience: Knowledge through experience 
cannot be compared to extracting someone else’s knowledge from a 
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text. Although I can do it well, scanning through several peer-reviewed 
articles to find snippets that I can use to support my pre-determined 
thesis and conveniently ignore those facts that don’t support it, taking 
more care to accurately cite sources than learning seems, I don’t know, 
silly somehow. Outcomes based learning has taught me to write 
academically and focused towards an intended audience (my 
instructor). I am glad that I’ve learned how to write, but I wish I had 
spent more of that energy learning what I was researching instead; 
perhaps I would have retained more of it. I feel like my learning was 
done vicariously through someone else. My papers have all ended up in 
the recycle bin like dead soldiers who sacrificed their lives so I could 
earn enough credits to graduate. I understand that the academic and 
corporate worlds will not recognize me unless I have these credits. To 
these dead soldiers, I am grateful. I am also saddened that your short 
lives were meaningless to me. I guess that can be blamed on my level 
of effort, but why should learning be so effortful? 

I wrote this essay not because it was a requirement for the 
course, but because I needed to write it. I needed to reflect upon and 
express my experience in the Amazon. I felt like I would burst if I did 
not purge it onto paper. It has taken this trip and writing this paper to 
make me conscious of how I have been conducting myself and why. I 
already knew that I should not live up to other people’s image of me 
and that connecting with others is vital to our existence. However, I did 
not fully understand this until I was forced to learn it through 
experience. (OT, Reflection, 2013) 

 

As part of the AIFS, students take a ‘deep dive’ into an educational journey that 

is, for most of them, like nothing they have experienced before. They are disconnected 

from anything familiar, immersed into a different language and culture, the wilderness, a 

challenging environment, Indigenous culture and different ways of knowing and being.  

For many of the participants, pre-conceived assumptions of the AIFS were 

shattered, opening space for the unexpected. For others, from the negative aspects and 

challenges outlined by participants came opportunities for growth and self-discovery.  

Failing forward: I would say there's nothing else that compares in 
terms of what you’ll get out of it; you'll get out of it far more than what 
you ever expected. You have to be willing to be open to that experience; 
to open yourself up to being changed, being open to growth, and being 
in situations where you will have to face fear or uncomfortable moments, 
or being challenged…  I think it’s absolutely necessary to get those kind 
of experiences so that you can be challenged in ways that you could not, 
or have the opportunity to necessarily be challenged here [at 
university]; that's when you grow and become better…  I would say in 
my experience I don't think there's anything else out there that offers 
that type of experience where you can ‘fail forward’. I think it’s pretty 
rare at university, where you have that kind of opportunity to learn from 
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failures, to move forward and move through it; to go through those 
experiences, and grow from it, and become better from it. “When the 
student is ready the teacher arrives & appears”, and it’s like you weren't 
expecting or thinking necessarily consciously about, “oh, I need this or 
I’m looking for this”, but somehow subconsciously, you were looking for 
it and I think either you were attracted to it or it just happened, and it 
happens to be exactly what you needed. (JC, Interview, November 
2016) 

 

What the data and the stories illustrate is that the AIFS holds the opportunity for 

deep and meaningful transformative learning. Many participants provided compelling 

stories of transformation, some focusing on personal transformation, as well as political, 

moral, intellectual, and cultural transformation, and for a few, spiritual transformation. 

(See Chapter 9)  

The following reflection from one of the participants gives a window into the 

complexity of the experience, bringing together all the parts of the experiential triad, and 

revealing the interrelationship between the conceived, the perceived, and the lived 

experience. 

Changed: I knew things could not be the same upon my return from 
the AIFS. Life would be different, needed to be different than before I 
left for Colombia. Yet, how quickly and easily I fell back into the routine 
of my life. It did not take long for the emotions of the AIFS experience 
to dissipate and the status quo of my life in Vancouver to return. Despite 
that, the transformation that had occurred within me could not be 
undone. From the day we left Calanoa, I believe, I knew that my path 
in life would no longer be merely being a lawyer. There was too much 
of the world to explore, too many people in need. I did not have the 
words for it at the time, but essentially, I did not want to simply exist, 
I wanted to live life. I experienced temporary external change, but long 
lasting internal change. Reflecting now, I believe I needed time in a 
foreign environment, and the uncomfortable experience of being sick in 
that foreign environment to alter my perspective; shake up my 
worldview. I left for the AIFS wanting time away from family, delay the 
choice to commit to a career, and to leave the baggage of my life behind. 
I think that I partly hoped my family relationships would magically be 
mended when I returned and life would move forward bigger and better. 
I got nothing more than a temporary escape, the issues in my life were 
still waiting to be faced upon my return. Thinking on that now, I am glad 
they did not disappear because I know that is precisely how it should 
be. Recently, I have come to realize, a man does not become a man by 
escaping responsibility. Rather, a man becomes a man when he puts 
aside childish things and embraces responsibility.  

Reflecting back, I left for the AIFS poor in the area of being able 
to communicate effectively with others and effectively communicate my 
emotions. I judged people. I did not like others because I did not like 
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myself. I now realize this is of course due to a low self-image and low 
emotional intelligence. Daily journaling during the AIFS greatly helped 
me clarify my thoughts and emotions, which helped me to communicate 
those more effectively with others during and after the trip. I left for the 
AIFS focused very much on myself; my issues, what I wanted. I returned 
from the AIFS with less of this negatively self-centered focus, but rather, 
a more positive one; how I needed to grow/develop myself, how I could 
help others. I returned from the trip open-minded and looking for more 
out of life.  

I applied for the AIFS because I wanted change. I went looking 
for external change, but instead found internal change; a greater insight 
into myself. The change was not what I expected. What I found in the 
Amazon was not the change I consciously wanted nor expected, yet it 
was precisely what I needed. Without participation in the AIFS I do not 
believe I would be on the life path that I am now. The transformative 
travel with the AIFS reignited that childhood desire to explore, gave me 
an opportunity to mature, and set the stage, I believe, for me to receive 
an opportunity to elevate and grow even further; for that I will always 
be grateful. (JC, Double Entry Journal, January 2016) 

 
Decolonizing Education 

Canada's expressed support of both the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and Canada's Truth and Reconciliation Commission's 

(2015) recommendations, is an urgent call to educational institutions to meaningfully 

engage with reconciliation. Many educators are interested in learning about 

reconciliation through decolonized pedagogies but struggle with where to start.  

A good place to start is to be aware of and follow the ‘First Peoples Principles of 

Learning’, which reflects a respectful and holistic approach to teaching and learning: 

1. Learning ultimately supports the well-being of the self, the family, 
the community, the land, the spirits, and the ancestors.  

2. Learning is holistic, reflexive, reflective, experiential, and relational 
(focused on connectedness, on reciprocal relationships, and a 
sense of place).  

3. Learning involves recognizing the consequences of one’s actions.  

4. Learning involves generational roles and responsibilities.  

5. Learning recognizes the role of indigenous knowledge.  

6. Learning is embedded in memory, history, and story.  

7. Learning involves patience and time.  
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8. Learning requires exploration of one’s identity.  

9. Learning involves recognizing that some knowledge is sacred and 
only shared with permission and/or in certain situations. 

(First Nations Education Steering Committee, 2018) 

At the 9th World Environmental Education Congress, Tara Cullis (2017) from the 

Suzuki Foundation spoke about how the Western world neglects the non-verbal. She 

suggested that industrialized society and Western thinking value rationalist thinking (the 

left-brain) over the creative and intuitive side of our brain (the right side). She also 

contended that we are not looking at things from an interconnected place and stated that 

“only the right brain can see the bigger picture, the left side sees only the pieces” (Cullis, 

2017). She stressed that we need to learn to approach the world with both sides of our 

brain and to use balanced thinking; that “we need diversity thinking that brings the full 

strength of our intellect to bear” (Cullis, 2017), to bring together reason and facts (the left 

side) with symbolism and imagination (the right side). She concluded by discussing how 

Indigenous peoples have a lot to teach us in that regard, and how they use systems 

thinking to access complex holistic thoughts. 

David Suzuki (2017) also contends that Indigenous knowledge has the potential 

to open the window on a radically different way of seeing the world, even more profound 

than science. Indigenous cultures have accumulated knowledge through experience, 

and of being connected to the land. He asserts that we need to change how people see 

themselves in the world, the way we see our place in the world; that we need a paradigm 

shift (Suzuki, 2017).  

As part of the AIFS, encounters with difference, and interacting with local 

Indigenous communities, people to whom their connection with nature is an integral part 

of who they are and how they see themselves in the world, introduces students to 

different ways of knowing and living with each other and our planet. 

The following participants’ reflections offer interesting perspectives on rethinking 

dominant western cultural and social values: 

Better understand: I think in terms of relating to people from different 
backgrounds, cultures, countries, religions even, or faiths etcetera, I am 
able to better connect with individuals because I've gone and 
experienced what life is like in their country. I would say that I'm able 
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to appreciate their cultures, their perspectives, and where they're 
coming from, perhaps, in different situations. I see that even relevant 
today in my current role [at work].  

You know, transformative travel, that was obviously one of the 
biggest things that I took away, and what drew me to [the AIFS]. If I 
just look at what I got out of the experience, I would probably say the 
biggest learning that I had was the way of life in the Amazon, how 
people live on a daily basis. How they, not only live their daily lives, but 
how there's also constant influence from the Western world; and we saw 
that, some of it was negative, but also some of it was positive too.  

I think the sustainability aspects that I was able to learn about, 
how they were incorporating that into their communities was really 
interesting; that was a knowledge piece that I took, that was a very 
positive aspect. One of the things that comes to mind right away is 
preservation of water. I grew up in a middle class kind of family, and so 
I took for granted the luxuries that we have; clean drinking water or 
running water to have showers; whereas in the Amazon, it gave me an 
experience of, where you've got 30 seconds to a minute to have a 
shower, cold water... So, I brought that back and now I try not to stay 
in there for 10, 15 minutes. I am definitely more aware of how we take 
for granted the luxuries that we have, and how other places in the world 
don't have the luxury of clean drinking water or showers and that kind 
of stuff.  

A negative would be perhaps where we were walking in one 
community and you look and there was satellite and little kids watching 
TV, and they're watching American television. And so, that's obviously 
an influence that they would never have experienced before; and also 
the garbage, I think that was one too, like a lot of you know, chip bags 
and plastic on the ground 'cause they don't have garbage cans, and so 
that was another knowledge piece that I took away was just the impact, 
the influence that the Western world has on their lives and their 
communities. So I think both positives and negatives in that respect. 
(DJ, Interview, Nov. 2016) 

We all have a lot in common:  I see things very differently now that 
I’ve spent time speaking with, and living among a variety of people, 
including some of whom I didn’t share a common language with. I met 
some people with very large hearts, and it was our similar interests and 
a basic curiosity that allowed us to communicate. Sadly, some parts of 
their worlds are drowning, others suffer from severe drought, and others 
experience poverty and overcrowding caused by war, aggression and 
overpopulation. Those who have, continue to take the lion’s share, and 
those who have little continue to be exploited. We can watch the nightly 
newscasts and read about other countries and shake our heads, but 
when we get in there and get our hands dirty – when we meet people 
who are just trying to feed their families, you find that we all have a lot 
in common. Finding simple, sustainable solutions that can give back 
instead of always just taking until we use everything up, I think that’s 
where we need to be heading. (JT, Reflection Blog, 2015)  
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Place 

Everyone is indigenous to somewhere.  
(Guujaaw, 2017) 

At WEEC 2017, Jeannette Armstrong (2017), from the University of British 

Columbia, spoke of re-indigenizing the planet and of “human adaptation to place” (2017). 

She spoke about what it means to be ‘indigenous’, not in terms of race or ethnicity, but in 

terms of relationships (continuous interaction) / interconnectivity between culture, 

environment and language, place and time. “We can't think our way out of trouble, we 

need to be different people, we learn from what we do, we have a different relationship 

with the earth when the land begins to inhabit us” (Armstrong, 2017). She talked about 

the idea of ‘care taking’ and of ‘place’ as a cycle of change, the life force of the land; 

“learning is about community as relationships to nature, a community of that land, that 

land is that community” (Armstrong, 2017).  

Almost a half century ago, when Henri Lefebvre (1970/2003) warned that with 

urbanization of cities we were becoming disconnected from nature, that nature had 

become a décor, a backdrop to social space, symbolic and less authentic; he also was 

critical of the dominance of logic and scientific thinking over the social and physical 

dimensions of human experience (p. 7). 

Today, much of 'modern society' tends to view nature as something that needs to 

be tamed, controlled, made safe, or exploited. Plenary speakers at the 9th World 

Environmental Education Congress (WEEC) all agreed that we are potentially at a 

turning point in our relationship with nature and that Indigenous communities have 

something to teach us about our connection to the land (Armstrong, 2017; Cullis, 2017; 

Davis, 2017; Guujaaw, 2017; Suzuki, 2017). For one of the research participants the 

conceived experience of the AIFS echoes this point of view: 

Western culture views nature: It has been almost three months since 
I found out that I was accepted into the Amazon Field School at KPU, 
and I have done much mucking about in all things Amazonian. I 
immediately started looking online for accessible books. The book[s] 
gave me a good idea about Amazonian climate and culture. I was curious 
about depictions of cultural nuances. The indigenous people had a deep 
respect for nature. They felt that attempting to conquer it was asking 
for trouble from the spirits. Living in harmony with the jungle was the 
preferred way to be. This is so unlike how I feel our western culture 
views nature. It is something that needs to be controlled and conquered. 



223 

I don’t know if ashamed is the right word to use, but in my heart, I am 
not and never have been an advocate for progress. It does have its 
perks, don’t get me wrong --- but it always seems to be at the expense 
of someone or something else. Can we achieve a balance? Likely 
because of the many sociology courses I have taken, I went into the trip 
irritated by our unconscious, western attitude. The Calanoa Project will 
be a big part of the trip to Colombia; and although Bogota will be 
interesting, the city is usually not a place I overly enjoy. I have observed 
that big cities have succumbed to globalization and a dilution of their 
culture. Although each city I visit has a distinct flavour, I have found 
that the real culture lies outside the city; the further out the better. I 
imagine this might be true in Colombia as well, so on I read. (OT, 
Reflection, 2013) 
 

As the students' accounts reveal, the Amazon is a powerful teacher; culture and 

nature become co-teachers, learning is inspired by nature, learning happens in and with 

nature, creativity is inspired by being in nature and in place. Lessons learned are woven 

with the concept of adaptation and being indigenous. The Amazon encourages us to 

question how we understand the world around us; it brings us back to the essence of 

who we are as human beings, it ignites the imagination, awakens our curiosity; engages 

our bodies with every pore and all of our senses, as well as our emotions and our 

spirituality.  

One participant offered the following perspective:  

Multiple existences: My biggest learning was of course about myself. 
I had known a lot about Colombia and the Amazon before I left in 
regards to climate, culture, the armed conflict, environmental pressures 
and economies. Many of the things I read were confirmed on the trip. 
So what?  How does this knowledge contribute to my self-development?  
I’m not sure it did. As the banks of the Amazon river changes with the 
rains and the seasons, so did I. I think I learned that everything is fluid 
and constantly changing. Fixing a label to any time, place or person is 
impossible. I arrived in the Amazon having distaste for my own culture, 
but like the river, I think there can be multiple existences for all things. 
There is no thing, no situation or event that is purely one way or 
another. For example, mosquitos are a nuisance, but they feed the 
forest. Spiders are scary to sleep with, but they eat the mosquitos. 
Villagers live in simple freedom from over governance but do not enjoy 
the benefits of advanced education and health care. Playing carefree in 
the mud can also invite disease or injury. Poverty can make you hungry 
yet improve your humanity. Pain and discomfort is a prerequisite for 
growth. Everything I look at now can be both/and; including myself. 
Accepting ambiguity is difficult but liberating at the same time and has 
become a bit of a game. My quiet endurance of discomfort may improve 
my perceived image but it also isolates me. Complaining about my 
discomforts may elicit numerous responses from others.  
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 I am both fearless and fearful, blind but not totally, sick and 
healthy, content and disturbed, dependent and independent (and 
interdependent), directionless and focused, inspiring and burdensome. 
Fighting internally constantly about what I should do, how I should 
think, and how I should feel and behave takes up too much energy. I 
am not a static being and I have multiple shore lines depending on how 
the universe decides to hold me at the time. I am not either/or; I am 
both/and.  
 To me, reflecting through writing has been cathartic and I’m not 
finished yet. I’m going to build on the idea that it does not ever need a 
“completed” stamped on it. This reflection---this story, doesn’t 
necessarily have to ever be completed, does it? (OT, Reflection, 2013) 

 

When you spend time in a place, you cultivate a relationship with that place. 

Wade Davis (2017) talks about the importance of witnessing in place, to dwell as a way 

to build a broader understanding, and gain a panoramic view and a different way of 

looking at the world, of decoding the world. He asserts that weaving diversity into our 

understanding of ‘being human’ brings a different type of knowledge, knowledge that is 

inclusive of the mystical and of the magical. Davis (2017) talks about cultures as being 

“the old growth of the mind” and that “we are all products of our own history” (Davis, 

2017). He emphasizes that Amazonian people have deep knowledge, “they are the true 

natural philosophers, they have a deep understanding of the forest; their survival 

depends on it” (Davis, 2017). 

For one participant, witnessing and experiencing a different way of living in 

connection with nature was cause for reflection: 

We are a small part of nature: In our culture we have a strange view 
of humanity as a phenomenon separate from the rest of nature -- above 
it, really. Aboriginals see it very differently: we are a small part of nature 
-- and they probably don't even see us as a 'part' (that is a construction 
of our own language), but like water in a river: no different from the 
rest of the flow. Perhaps we are most alive in those extraordinary 
moments. They are most accessible when out in nature: watching an 
ocean sunset, strolling through the forest… (CJ, Course blog, May 2015) 
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Takeaways 

Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire. 
(Plutarch) 

 
Photo © Lisa King, 2015. Reproduced with permission.  

This study should be of interest to anyone who wishes to gain a better 

understanding of the field school experience and the associated immediate and residual 

impact, in that it adds to a body of knowledge that can play a part in informing future 

curricular development of field school experiences and programs. The Canadian 

perspective and South American context presented here add seldom heard voices to a 

growing body of scholarly and professional literature in the conversation on field schools, 

and I hope it can further the dialogue on short-term, course embedded, faculty-led, 

international experiential learning programs. 

The framework presented as part of the study provides an effective model for 

looking at participants’ experience from a broad viewpoint, recognizing the multi-

dimensionality of the field school experience, and acknowledging the whole person, 

considering not only knowing, but also doing, relating, feelings, etc. Perhaps one of the 

most significant aspects of the study for me, was the opportunity to listen through 

research, to give participants a voice, to convey their stories, and bring them from the 

anecdotal to the tangible. 



226 

Implications for Practice 

As educators we develop curriculum with a conception of what we want the 

students to learn, or in the case of a field school, take way from the experience; but it’s 

not always clear what the extent of the impact of such an experience will be. This study 

illustrates that a field school such as the AIFS can be much more that a ‘field trip’; it is a 

powerful experience that offers possibilities for deep and meaningful transformative 

learning. 

According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 

(UNESCO) Global Action on Education (2018), education must play a role in a new 

vision of the future and must “empower learners to become change makers”. In my 

experience, field schools generally continue to be perceived as not really a legitimate 

learning experience, travel is most often promoted as a fun extracurricular activity; as a 

result, promoting a field school can be a challenge within an institution. However, 

programs such as the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School offer an opportunity to 

approach education from a new paradigm, one that includes a search for a deeper 

connection with nature and with others, Indigenous knowledge, practices, and different 

ways of knowing. This calls for an approach to teaching that employs a 'peripheral vision' 

of education that honours incidental learning and what happens in the margins; an 

approach that recognizes the value of firsthand experience and the transformative 

potential of place-specific experiences.  

Kiely’s (2005) transforming processes have been helpful in parsing out the 

students’ experiences, and in better understanding the importance of connecting, 

processing, dialogue, and creative activities. I have gained a greater understanding of 

the importance of integrating guided reflection and discourse as essential parts of the 

learning process. As I reflect on my own experience and takeaways from both teaching 

the AIFS and conducting this study, I think it has certainly changed my approach to 

teaching; I am now much more deliberate in structuring the experience for students, 

while at the same time leaving room to encounter and explore the unexpected. I 

recognize that in the context of the AIFS I am not the expert, I am a participant in the 

journey; and that my role as an educator is to facilitate a purposeful experience that 

engages not only the mind but also the body and the soul. An experience that ignites 

their imagination, awakens their sense of wonder, and sparks their creativity; and that 
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provides the conditions and opportunities for transformation, such as immersion, 

vulnerability, and risk taking.  

Kiely (2004, 2005) outlined ‘dissonance’ as an important potential catalyst for 

change. In the current ‘risk averse’ institutional climate, we run the risk of over-sanitizing 

the experience to the point that we lose its essence.  In my view, risks can and should 

be managed, but not necessarily avoided or eliminated. The participants’ accounts 

reinforced for me the importance of challenging students and encouraging them to 

venture outside their comfort zone, all the while making sure they feel safe to do so.  

The deliberate and purposeful structuring of the field school course extends to 

the pre-departure and post-travel classes as a means to provide opportunity for 

connecting, processing, and dialogue. The pre-departure classes are particularly 

important, not only to prepare students for the experience and cultural immersion, but 

perhaps more significantly, to build a sense of community among the cohort. Many 

participants commented on the value of their shared experience in the context of their 

overall experience, and of opening up to their classmates; as well as the meaning of 

going on a journey together. This makes a strong case for the value of faculty-led, 

integrated, cohort-based programs such as field schools, which bring students together 

as a group to share in an experience, still uncommon in higher education.  

While all field schools potentially offer an opportunity for experiential learning, it is 

clear that the Amazon Rainforest, one of the last places where you can still hear the 

voices of the truly wild, and one of the most biologically diverse areas on Earth, rich in 

natural and cultural history, offers something unique to students. As the accounts shared 

by the participants express, many found that being immersed in such a different 

environment, even for a short period of time, was quite a foreign experience for them; 

and for many, that experience enabled them to unlock new perspectives. (Refer to 

Chapter 9) 

Lately I have increasingly noticed how much we live in a society confined by 

fears; fear of ‘the other’, fear of our neighbours, fear of the unknown. The news, media, 

and politicians all seem to conspire to make us believe we live in a dangerous place; and 

maybe in part we do, but that is not all there is. In a recent discussion with a student who 

has a young child, she shared how she is being made to feel guilty for letting her child 
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walk to school, told by teachers and other parents that she is being irresponsible for 

putting her child at risk. She deplores that children are being taught to fear at a very 

young age, both at home and also at school. Things have changed since I was a child, I 

used to walk to school when I was young; walking to school was very common, it was 

‘normal’. It is interesting that many of the students who sign up for the AIFS seem to do 

so despite much objection from family and friends. As shared in Chapter 6, many 

participants revealed that they had pre-conceptions of Colombia and the Amazon as a 

place to fear; yet the AIFS offered the lure of the unknown, of the exotic, and the 

opportunity to experience something that many students never dreamed or imagined 

they would be able to. The Amazon seems to attract a different kind of student; students 

who have a spirit of adventure, students searching for something beyond the ordinary, 

and who are ready to challenge themselves, not only academically but also personally; 

those who are ready to confront the unfamiliar and to take risks. 

This study has been helpful in providing insight into what motivates students to 

enrol in a field school, and therefore in how to frame the message to students when 

promoting field studies. For most of the participants this was not so much about what 

they would learn or academic outcomes, but rather about what they would experience; 

and more significantly, the place, in this case the Amazon Rainforest. As discussed 

previously, the location ranked highest among participants when asked what motivated 

them to sign up for the AIFS. What surfaced as key motivators were a desire to 

experience the world first hand, and a search for authentic and personal experiences; as 

well as making meaningful connections.  For some it was a way to add value to their 

education; many participants commented on the opportunity to travel while earning 

credits and being supported by the institution as having been an important factor.  

Future Perspectives 

Listening to, and exploring the students’ stories as well as reflecting on my own 

experiences of the Amazon Field School has been illuminating and informative; yet 

through this process my research has revealed many unanswered questions and issues 

that could benefit from further study, and that I hope to investigate as part of future 

research projects. 
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The Nature Connection 

Perhaps Lefebvre’s ideas about urbanization are even more relevant today. In 

recent years, Lefebvre‘s work has become more recognized now that we are able to look 

back and reflect, as rapid urbanization and globalization have taken hold. 

In 2005, in his book ‘Last Child in the Woods’, Richard Louv introduced the term 

‘nature deficit disorder’. In a more recent book, ‘The Nature Principle, Louv (2011) puts 

forward key concepts of how to stay connected with nature in the virtual age. In a 

statement echoing Lefebvre’s warnings, he states,  

Our sense of urgency grows. In 2008, for the first time in history, more than 
half of the world’s population lived in towns and cities. The traditional ways 
that humans have experienced nature are vanishing, along with 
biodiversity. At the same time, our culture’s faith in technological immersion 
seems to have no limits, and we drift ever deeper into a sea of circuitry. 
(Louv, 2011, p. 3) 

Today, possibly more than urbanization, the digital revolution and the more 

recent explosion of immersive digital technology (e.g. virtual/augmented reality) has 

transformed the way we interact with each other and experience the world around us. 

As a matter of fact, the digital revolution has transferred many of our real-
world activities to the virtual world. …As a result, humans often tend to 
spend more time in digital virtual worlds than in the real world. …  Until very 
recently, IVEs [immersive virtual environments] were only used by experts 
in very specific application… soon more and more people will spend a 
significant amount of their time… in IVEs. (Steinicke, 2016, p. vii - ix).  

In an age when ‘virtual’ and ‘augmented’ reality (VR and AR)28 are fast becoming 

part of the mainstream, and promising to replace real life experiences29  with “computer-

                                                 
28 VR: A computer-generated simulation of a three-dimensional image or environment that can be 
interacted with in a seemingly real or physical way by a person using special electronic equipment, 
such as a helmet with a screen inside or gloves fitted with sensors (Freina & Ott, 2015). VR is an 
artificial environment, which is experienced through sensory stimuli and in which one's actions 
partially determine what happens in the environment. (Merriam-Webster, 2018) 
AR: a technology that superimposes a computer-generated image on a user's view of the real 
world, thus providing a composite view (Maher, 2018).  
29 “As denoted by Nicholas Negroponte, VR has the potential to make the artificial as realistic as 
the real” (Steinicke, 2016, p. viii). “Nicholas Negroponte, is an American architect and computer 
scientist who was the founding director of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Media 
Laboratory and founded One Laptop per Child (OLPC). Negroponte gained fame with his book 
Being Digital (1995), which predicted a future in which digital technology becomes an intimate part 
of everyday life” (Featherly, 2014). 
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mediated realities, which are indistinguishable from our real world” (Steinicke, 2016, p x), 

many moral, ethical, and even existential questions are yet to be answered. What will be 

the effects of ‘virtual’ immersion on presence? How will such a virtual world alter our 

society and change the way we live as humans? How will the experience of being 

human be transformed? (Blascovich & Bailenson, 2011; Steinicke, 2016).  

In The Nature Principle, Louv (2011) argues that in the 21st century we will 

“require a transformative framework” in order to restore our relationship with nature (p. 

3). He puts forward the precept that “the more high-tech our lives become, the more 

nature we need to achieve natural balance” (p. 5). He also maintains that the “future will 

belong to the nature-smart – those …. who develop a deeper understanding of nature, 

and who balance the virtual with the real” (p. 4).  

What will be the role of education going forward, in order to support a deeper 

understanding of nature that balances the virtual with the real, and to graduate nature-

smart global citizens?  What will be the role of field school experiences in a world where 

virtual reality promises to make it possible to fully immerse us into virtual environments 

and disconnect our perception from the real world?  A virtual world that promises to 

invoke ‘a place of plausible illusion’, to experience the world in the mind’s eye, and to 

replace ‘real life’ experiences (visit Paris, walk the great wall of China, experience the 

Amazon) without ever having to get on a plane or even leave the comfort of your living 

room.  

It is often said that with every action there is a reaction. One has to wonder if the 

next generation of digital learners will, even more so, crave authentic immersive 

experiences, real place-base experiences that engage them with all of their senses. 

What will be the impact of this on future generations of learners? 

  



231 

Reciprocity  

Travel isn’t always pretty. It isn’t always comfortable. Sometimes it hurts, 
it even breaks your heart. But that’s okay. The journey changes you; it 
should change you. It leaves marks on your memory, on your 
consciousness, on your heart, and on your body. You take something 
with you. Hopefully, you leave something good behind.  

(Anthony Bourdain) 

Guujaaw from the Council of the Haida Nation has raised the question “what is 

the impact of tourism on Indigenous communities?” (Guujaaw, 2017). This is a ‘big 

question’ that I think needs to be considered. Reading Bob Pease’s (2010) book, 

Undoing Privilege was very enlightening for me; I had not reflected so deeply on my own 

position of privilege before, what Pease calls the “privilege of silence’ (p. 31). Reading 

this book raised a lot of questions for me about the AIFS in general, and also about my 

role in the Amazon and my own position of ‘privilege’. How does the fact that I am of 

European descent, from what is considered a ‘first world’ country, a woman, university 

educated, a ‘professor’, come into play in how others see me?  

I am only starting to get a glimpse into the history of the people of the Amazon 

region, and the subtleties of their cultural heritage that shapes who they are today; and 

there are many unanswered questions here too: How has the process of colonization 

played out differently there than in Canada and elsewhere? Do the peoples of the 

Amazon think of themselves as ‘oppressed’? or as poor? How is the concept of privilege 

embedded in their culture? Do we have something to contribute to this place? How can 

this field school promote coalition building and how can it help build deep reciprocal 

relationships? There are a lot of people in the Amazon who have something to say, 

something to give; and I hope the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School can serve as a 

catalyst to help build a kind of bridge that brings us closer, to help us see the world in a 

different way, in a bigger way, and through different lenses.  
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Photo by Suani Ramirez © Diego Samper, 2014. Reproduced with permission. 

 
The journey not the arrival matters. 

 (T. S. Eliot) 

Stories in and of themselves have value; it is not necessarily the point that they 

lead us to any conclusions. Indigenous peoples talk about the importance of the 

‘rememberers’; stories hold memories, myth, knowledge, and customs of their tribes. For 

them, stories and tribal ways of life are one and the same (Higgins, 2017). Just like the 

stories of Indigenous peoples being passed on, this thesis has aimed to capture the 

students’ stories and experiences in a way that becomes a living document that serves 

as a witnessing of their experiences, and as a record of them having been lived. 
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Appendix A. 
 
Recruitment Procedure 

Each cohort of the AIFS created their own Facebook group to which I have been 

invited to join.  As well, alumni of the AIFS have an Alumni Facebook group, which is 

public.  Through posts on the AIFS Facebook pages, alumni of the AIFS were invited to 

a social gathering I organized that took place at KPU Surrey campus on September 14, 

2016.  The Facebook posts also informed alumni that I would be presenting information 

about my study at the gathering.  A reminder post about the event was sent one week 

following the initial post and again following the second week.  I made it clear that all 

alumni were welcome to attend the gathering, even if they did not wish to participate in 

the study.  I also let alumni know that if they were unable to attend the event, but were 

interested in participating in the study, they could do so by contacting me directly.  (See 

Figures A1- A3) 

At the gathering, detailed information about my study was presented including 

the purpose; the importance and nature of the participants' involvement, the timeline, as 

well as the confidentiality of the study (see Figures A4 & A5).  I stressed that 

participation in the study was entirely voluntary, and that should they choose to decline 

to participate in the research, it would in no way have negative consequences for them. 

The REB Informed Consent Form was handed out to those who expressed 

interest in participating.  The consent form was explained and anyone had an 

opportunity to ask questions, I also made it clear that they could ask any further 

questions at any time.  Consent forms and the required release forms were collected 

from everyone who agreed to participate in the study.  For any participant who contacted 

me directly after the event, I provided detailed information about the study; I explained 

the Informed Consent Form and answered any questions they had before they agreed to 

participate.  (Refer to Appendix C – Informed Consent Form) 

Because of the many sources of data being collected, participants were able to 

choose to partake in one or all of the four different types of data collection.  Separate 

consents were provided for each type of data collection: the survey/questionnaire, the 

interview, focus group, and archival data.  In addition, participants were able to choose 
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to withdraw specific archival course material (such as emails, blog posts, journal, etc.) 

and still contribute other data to the study.  This was noted on the Consent Form.  (Refer 

to Appendix C – Informed Consent Form) 

Participants were also informed that they could withdraw from the study at any 

time without giving any reason whatsoever, and with no consequences.  They could do 

so by notifying me, or simply by declining to continue to participate in the study.  If they 

chose to enter the study and then decided to withdraw at a later date, all data collected 

about them during their enrolment in the study would be destroyed, except data 

collected in the focus groups.  Data collected in the focus groups would not be destroyed 

due to the relational nature of focus group discussions.  In the event of withdrawal, 

participants' contributions would no longer be considered as data yet the contributions of 

others in the focus group would still be considered as data. 

 

 

Figure A1.  Initial Facebook post – Save the date 
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Figure A2.  Facebook Invitation 
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Figure A3. Invitation Post Script 
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Figure A4. Invitation to Participate Script 
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Figure A5. Invitation to Participate Handout 
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Appendix B. 
 
Ethical Considerations 

I approached ethics as a process of mutual respect and openness to multiple 

voices. 

This study was granted ethics approval by both Kwantlen Polytechnic University 

and Simon Fraser University before the research began; the research formally began 

Sept 1st, 2016. 

Anonymity and Confidentiality  

Research participants were assured that their identity and responses would be 

kept confidential and secure; however, due to the context from which participants were 

drawn and recruited, and the nature of some of the activities such as the focus group, it 

was not possible to ensure participants complete anonymity.  Participants were also 

made aware that by agreeing to participate in a focus group, only limited confidentiality 

could be offered.  A statement regarding confidentiality was included on the Informed 

Consent Form (refer to Appendix C – Informed Consent Form). 

Throughout the study, in order to maintain confidentiality, participants were 

assigned a randomly generated participant ID that was linked to their data; all personal 

information about participants was coded, and all data was kept separate from identifier 

information.  

Survey results were generalized and not broken down or reported in such a way 

that would compromise a participant’s identity.  Participant ID data was separated from 

the survey data, so that from then on the survey data was not linked to the participant 

IDs and was analyzed and reported anonymously.  

Every effort was made to reduce the risk of participants being indirectly identified; 

information that discloses participants’ identity or any correlation that pinpoints to one 

specific participant has not been reported without their explicit consent.  Participants’ 

names have been changed to protect their identity in any documentation, including this 

doctoral thesis.  In the case of audio-visual information, any photographs, or other 
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material that illustrates distinguishable likeness and potentially discloses participant’s 

identity are not included in the thesis, without their explicit and signed consent.  (Refer to 

Audio-Visual & Testimonial Release Form in Appendix C)  

Data Security & Storage 

All data was kept secured.  All digital information was encrypted; password 

protected, and kept on an external hard drive that was kept secured in a safe at my 

residence.  All non-digital data was stored securely in a locked filing cabinet at my home 

office.  Participants’ personal information was kept separate from the research data. 

The online survey/questionnaire was hosted by SFU Web Survey; a locally 

hosted online survey application that has a history of providing reliable, secure surveys.  

All data collected by this system was securely stored on SFU servers and completely 

controlled by the University's privacy policies regarding personal data.  The data was 

first recorded on the SFU WebSurvey server, and then transferred to my personal 

external hard drive, which was kept secured under lock and key in my home office 

home.  

To minimize the risk of a breach of confidentiality, participants’ identifiable 

information will be erased permanently immediately following the completion of data 

analysis and reporting.  All other digital research data will be encrypted and archived on 

optical disks and stored in a locked safe in my home office, until such time that it is no 

longer needed or considered relevant for the purpose of this study.  (This is expected to 

be no more than 10 years, after which time the information will be destroyed.)  All non-

digital documents will not be kept, they will be transferred to digital media and either 

returned to participants or destroyed. 
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Appendix C. 
 
Informed Consent Form 
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Figure C1.   Informed Consent Form 
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Figure C2. Audio-Visual & Testimonial Release Form  
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Appendix D. 
 
Research Participants 

In Appendix C, I endeavour to unravel respondents’ background information 

obtain from the survey, in order to get a fuller picture of the research participants (I.e. 

age, gender, level of experience, etc.).  The information is synthesized and presented in 

a visual format so as to make it more comprehensible. 

Participants for the study were drawn from current and former KPU students who 

participated in and completed the AIFS (alumni) in 2013, 2014 and 2015.  In total three 

cohorts, 43 students took part in the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School over that 

period of time.  (Enrolment in the AIFS is limited to students 19 years or older at the start 

of the course).  There were no other exclusion criteria or limits to the number of potential 

participants. 

Twenty-two alumni of the AIFS agreed to participate in the research 

(respondents).  Figure A1. illustrates the breakdown of the total number of AIFS 

participants by cohorts, as compared with the breakdown for the number of research 

respondents. 

 

Figure D1.  AIFS Total Participants & Research Respondents  
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Figure A2. illustrates the breakdown of the research respondents by age group 

and by gender.  Fifteen (or 68%) of respondents self-identified as female, with the other 

seven (or 32%) as male.  The ratio between male and female respondents is 

comparable to the gender ratio for the total number of participants in the AIFS for the 

same period (see Figure A3).  The majority of the research respondents (68%) are under 

the age of 30, this compare to 84% of AIFS participants who were under the age of 30 at 

the time they took part in the AIFS.  

 

Figure D2. Research Respondents by Age Group & Gender 
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Figure D3. AIFS Total Participants by Age Group & Gender 

All 22 research respondents are Canadian citizens; all but one were born in 

Canada.  

Twenty-one out of the 22 respondents indicated that they had travelled outside of 

Canada prior to taking part in the AIFS, with one respondent sharing never having 

travelled internationally before enrolling in the AIFS. Six of the research respondents 

also reported that they had lived outside of Canada before the AIFS, and four said they 

spoke a second language at the time. Only two of the respondents had previously taken 

part in another field school (see Figure A4). 
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Figure D4. Before Participation in the AIFS  

 

At the time they took part in the AIFS, 36% of the respondents had been students 

for more than 2 years, and 27% for more than 4 years.  Twenty respondents reported to 

have travelled outside of Canada, four to have participated in another field school, and 

five said they have learned another language, since taking part in the AIFS (see Figure 

A5). 

At the time of the survey, four of the research respondents were enrolled at KPU, 

and four were enrolled at another university. Seventeen said to have graduated. Eighty-

five percent of the respondents indicated being ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with their 

educational experience overall, even though only 10 reported being currently employed 

in their field of study. 

Since taking part in the AIFS, six respondents indicated to have changed 

academic discipline and/or career. 
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Figure D5.  Since taking part in the AIFS 

 

Figure D6. AIFS Participants & Research Respondents by Disciplines 

Research respondents represent a variety of academic disciplines, with the 

majority (64%) from the Faculty of Arts, 27% from the School of Design, and 9% from 

the School of Business. This is consistent with the proportional ratio of academic 

disciplines drawn from the total number of participants in the AIFS (see Figure A6). 
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Appendix E. 
 
On-line Survey / Questionnaire 

 

Figure E1.  Survey/Questionnaire Script  
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Figure E2. On-line Survey / Questionnaire  
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Appendix F. 
 
Semi-Structured Interviews 
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Figure F1. Interview Protocol 
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Figure F2. Interview Script 
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Appendix G. 
 
Focus Group 
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Figure G1. Focus Groups Protocol 
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Figure G2. Focus Groups Script  
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Appendix H. 
 
Kiely Transformational Learning  

 

Figure H1.  Kiely (2005) Transformational Service-Leanring Process Model (p. 8) 
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Figure H2. Kiely (2004) Transforming Forms (p. 11) 
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Appendix I. 
 
AIFS Learning Objectives Definitions 

Learning objectives and essential knowledge development for the AIFS are 

organized under three domains: cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal: 

 

Figure I1. AIFS Student Development Outcomes Model 
Interpretation from Baxter Magolda & King (2005), Braskamp et al. (2010), and Kegan (1994)  

 

The following learning outcome definitions are drawn from the work undertaken 

as part of the AIFS course development and from research by Wisniewski, Laird & Carey 

(2014) for the Institute for Innovation and Scholarship in Teaching and Learning (INSTL) 

at KPU. 
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Cognitive Capability  

Cognitive development “is centered on one’s knowledge and understanding of 

what is true and important to know” (Braskamp, Braskamp, & Engberg, 2014, p. 3). 

The activities undertaken in the Amazon Interdisciplinary Field School are 

designed to encourage learners to develop their personal epistemologies by valuing 

learners’ voices and contributions; and to encourage this development through creating 

a safe, collaborative space in which learners can build the confidence to take risks and 

make mistakes.  Learners are to encouraged to develop coherence and 

interdisciplinarity through bringing together learners from different disciplines and placing 

an emphasis on personal experience and interdisciplinary learning; embedding learning 

in real-world relationships and contexts. 

• Knowledge Construction: Pro-actively and critically seek, analyze, construct, 
and create knowledge through a variety of modalities, accommodating the 
limits, ambiguities, uncertainties, and unknowns inherent in the pursuit of 
knowledge. 

• Creative and Critical Thinking: Adapt to the challenges of new and novel 
problems that require innovation and risk. 

o Creativity 
o Taking Risks 
o Solving Problems 

• Multiple Perspectives: Pro-actively appreciate and integrate knowledge from a 
variety of modes of knowing and transmitting knowledge and from multiple, 
diverse, and interdisciplinary values and perspectives. 

o Perspective Taking 

• Interdisciplinarity and Coherence: Create coherence by integrating new 
learning with one’s previous learning and experience and integrating what is 
learned across disciplines. 

o Meaning-making 
o Connections to Experience 
o Connections to Discipline 

• Transference: Adapts and applies skills, abilities, theories, or methodologies 
gained in one situation to new situations.  Applies knowledge from diverse 
disciplines and ways of knowing to generate, evaluate, and improve upon 
solutions that address real-world problems.  
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Interpersonal Capability 

Interpersonal development “is centered on one’s willingness to interact with 

persons with different social norms and cultural backgrounds, acceptance of others, and 

being comfortable when relating to others” (Braskamp et al., 2014, p. 3). 

The activities undertaken in the Amazon Field School are designed to encourage 

interpersonal development by modeling healthy interactions and through a dialogical 

approach that keeps interaction among learners central to the learning process.  The 

AIFS focuses on collaboration, interdependence, and mentorship. 

• Collaboration and Leadership: Engage in collaborative, supportive 
relationships that enhance one’s own and others’ learning. Balance 
collaboration and facilitation during group discussions, activities, and projects. 

• Personal Responsibility: Take personal responsibility for actions and decisions 
as they affect others. 

• Communication: Speak confidently and comfortably in front of groups, and 
plan for, monitor, and adapt to one’s audience. Accurately and empathetically, 
analyze audience perspectives, motivations, values, and concerns. 
Successfully address these audience characteristics in written 
communications that use forms, organization, style, language, and tone 
appropriate for one’s audience. 

• Global Perspective: Recognizes how beliefs and actions fit within the context 
of a greater community. Respect for diversity and consideration of the impact 
of personal actions. 

Intrapersonal Capability 

Intrapersonal development “focuses on one becoming more aware of and 

integrating one’s personal values and self-identity into one’s personhood” (Braskamp et 

al., 2014, p. 3). 

The activities undertaken in the Amazon Field School are designed to encourage 

this development through projects that are not assigned but chosen by learners based 

on their identities, values, and beliefs, and through the frequent use of group and 

individual reflection; with a focus on the process of learning rather than the outcome.  

Perseverance is supported through group encouragement, guidance, mentorship, and 

group and individual discussion and reflection about learners’ processes and strategies 

for approaching challenging tasks. 
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• Identity Development: Treat the development of identity, beliefs, and values as 
personal creative activities. 

• Growth Orientation: Treat the capability for learning as a learnable skill. Treat 
challenges in the learning process as opportunities to grow as a learner. 

• Ethical Decision-making: Engage in processes of ethical reasoning and 
decision-making when faced with complex ethical dilemmas. 

• Intercultural Empathy: Apply an understanding of cultural differences to create 
shared meaning based on those differences. 

• Perseverance: Persevere constructively when faced with setbacks and 
obstacles. 

• Self-Assessment: Accurately evaluate one’s own learning and the results 
produced through that learning. 

• Self-Management and Self-Reflection: Apply emotional self-management and 
metacognitive skills during the learning process and when charting; and reflect 
upon one’s own course of learning. 

In order to gain a deeper understanding, students contextualize their field 

learning by classroom-based analysis and critical reflections before, during, and after 

their field experience.  A key priority for the AIFS is to ensure student well-being and 

academic success; and to ensure that students enjoy a positive learning experience that 

provides ample opportunities to enrich their learning through a supportive and 

collaborative learning environment.    
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Appendix J. 
 
Survey Responses: Most Positive and/or Significant? 

As part of the survey/questionnaire, research participants were asked to reflect 

on the AIFS experience and list any significant moments and/or aspects of the AIFS 

experience that were most positive for them. 

PLACE 

Many of the respondents listed environmental and contextual factors as having 

been particularly significant for them.  Most comments where specific to being immersed 

in nature, while a few also mentioned aspects of the AIFS that takes place in Bogota.  

Nature 

Being surrounded by nature, and the activity of the forest.  The warm 
rain, watching the sunset; watching wildlife outside of my room when 
waking up.  The nature walks with our guide and sleeping in the forest 
for a night.  The pink dolphins were incredible. They are so full of life 
and seeing them in person makes me care to keep their habitat intact.  
(KD, Survey 2016) 

Learning about what the forest gives to the people medicinally.  Learning 
about the importance of Amazon and experiencing it.  (KC, Survey 
2016) 

The opportunity to travel: to explore and experience the jungle, the 
wildlife, the forest, and learning about indigenous cultures in South 
America.  The sustainability aspect of how they live in the Amazon.  (DJ, 
Survey 2016) 

Exploring the Amazon.  Boating up and down the Amazon River during 
a rainstorm, and boating down the Amazon River at night.  (JC, Survey 
2016) 

The physicality of the River itself; the first view of the Amazon both from 
the plane and later as we came down that road in Leticia; the bird park!  
[Also] Puerto Nariño - such forward thinking people!  The change in the 
stars and the day and night being equal…significant activities…  (MC, 
Survey 2016) 

River boating and the ‘aha’ of the vastness and greatness of that 
environment.  Also, the quiet time away from everyday tasks and 
technology.  (MJ, Survey 2016)  
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Exploring the culture as well as the landscape.  One of my favorite 
memories was paddling through the Amazon.  (RX, Survey 2016) 

Learning about (and living in) a different environment.  (RJ, Survey 
2016) 

The trips in the jungle, boat ride at dusk, and hunt [to see] pink dolphins 
helped me to feel small, in awe (self-transcendent).  (OT, Survey, Nov. 
2016.) 

Urban 

Exploring the city of Bogota, visiting the Museum of Gold, the Chapel of 
Monserrat. (JC, Survey 2016)   

The University. (RX, Survey 2016) 

Visiting Bogota - particularly the museums. (JT, Survey 2016) 

The Museum d'Oro. (MC, Survey 2016)  

 

PEOPLE 

Many respondents to the survey listed social and cultural factors that contributed 

to a positive experience.  Meeting people form the communities, the staff, our hosts, 

learning about the culture, and sharing their experience with peers, forming lasting 

friendships, all surfaced as significant. 

Meeting people, making friends.  How the people interact in the city and 
the amazon villages were enlightening in comparison to the everyday 
life in Canada, and other areas I've traveled to.  I also had the 
opportunity to communicate in another language, which was strange yet 
amazing, when you think about how a few unaccustomed sounding 
words can be used to understand and be understood with another 
person. (PJ, Survey, Nov. 2016) 

Meeting the people who live there, to truly see what life there is like, 
was a positive experience.  The discussions.  The people, hosts, 
teachers, and fellow students; the support network that developed. 
Group circles, [the] ‘aha’ on how everyone has struggles and is growing 
and you are not alone in that.  (MJ, Survey 2016) 

The welcoming warm culture.  (KD, Survey 2016) 

Being around people who were accepting and expressive.  (AC, Survey 
2016) 
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Meeting people from Colombia; exploring the city of Bogota.  (JC, 
Survey 2016) 

The communities; and learning about culture.  (JR, Survey 2016) 

Meeting and working with the people in the community.  Forming 
relationships with the people of the community.  (RX, Survey 2016) 

Our guides, hosts, and villagers that we interacted with; the family vibe 
that quickly developed within the small group.  (JT, Survey 2016) 

Forming solid friendships with everyone.  Being in ‘Elvis' boat and 
learning about his world.  I am just very thankful that all the stars 
aligned and I was able to experience something out of my dreams; with 
a group of students and educators that were as passionate as I and with 
the kindest hosts. Honestly, there is nothing like this field school. I feel 
like we are an amazon family now.... and that’s a strong bond.  (KC, 
Survey 2016) 

Working together; connecting with people and the environment.  The 
experience in itself was wonderful, but the people that were part of it 
were even greater; not only the people participating in the AIFS, but the 
people who facilitated it. Going on this journey with others helped me 
feel safe, feel comforted, feel welcomed.  (LG, Survey 2016) 

Our Amazonian guide and hosts; and the vibrant Colombian and 
Amazonian culture.  Certain conversations with guides, hosts, shamans, 
locals, and professors.  (CJ, Survey 2016) 

Being able to connect with other people I may never meet back home 
in a new place.  (BK, Survey 2016) 

Meeting students from other disciplines.  Watching other people develop 
from where they started at the beginning of the trip to the end.  (EB, 
Survey 2016) 

Discussions with our guide and other staff.  Political discussions both in 
Bogota and with the staff where we stayed [were significant for me].  
(MC, Survey, Nov. 2016) 
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PERSONAL 

Many of the respondents also shared statements of personal development and 

growth, of self-growth and discovery, of learning about themselves, as positive and 

meaningful. 

Learning about myself.  Seeing how my body reacts to extreme 
emotional and physical detox.  (KC, Survey 2016) 
  
Being in an environment that allowed you to self-reflect without all the 
noise.  Learning to adjust while out of my comfort zone.  (AC, Survey 
2016) 

Being open to myself.  It's okay to not know your path.  (LG, Survey 
2016) 

Self-growth and discovery.  (MJ, Survey 2016) 

Personal reflection.  Learning about myself when I'm uncomfortable.  
(DJ, Survey 2016)    

Opportunity for reflection and self-development.  (JC, Survey 2016) 

Opportunities for personal growth.  (RJ, Survey 2016) 

Learning to self-reflect, learning to analyze my thoughts.  Becoming in 
sync with nature.  (JJ, Survey 2016) 

Being able to freely speak of my feelings.  Being worried of what to say 
during discussions, but then realizing that upon my turn to speak I will 
have something to say.  Exploring my true self again.  Being exposed to 
certain things that I found interesting that I wouldn’t have been exposed 
to otherwise.  (BK, Survey 2016) 

That I can easily overcome my fears just by doing.  (JT, Survey 2016) 

Climbing a 135m tree when I'm somewhat afraid of heights.  I proved 
to myself that I could do something if I just put my mind to it.  Coming 
face to face with a tarantula and overcoming a small fear of critters and 
bugs.  (EB, Survey 2016) 

A new outlook on the world.  Personal spiritual awakening.  Entire field 
school had lasting change on me.  (BJ, Survey 2016) 

Attending the field school offered me many opportunities to reflect on 
how I was living my life.  I provided me both the distance from my 
regular life in a way that brought me closer to myself.  I developed the 
courage to become more engaged with myself and make more 
intentional decisions.  (OT, Survey 2016)  
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PEDAGOGY  

As well, some of the research participants commented on the activities and 

academic factors that contributed to a positive experience for them.  Many highlighted 

the various creative workshops, others the teaching approach and interdisciplinary 

activities. 

Painting quietly gave me a chance to reflect personally.  Loved the 
aspect of painting with handmade materials, and I felt much more 
connected to my art.  It reminded me why I used to love drawing.  (RJ, 
Survey 2016) 

The art classes (PJ, Survey 2016). I really like how there's a set schedule 
and all of our days are packed with so many things to experience which 
you can't really do by yourself or outside a fields School.  (PJ, Interview, 
Nov. 2016) 

The pottery workshop (LC, Survey 2016)  

The pottery workshop.  The whole experience put that part of the world 
on the map for me and hammered its global importance.  (KC, Survey 
2016)  

Basket weaving was significant for me.  (KD, Survey 2016) 

The pottery and art workshops were very good in the sense that we are 
exercising our human side, rather than our singular intellectual selves.  
(LG, Survey, Nov. 2016)  

Facilitators (OT, Survey 2016)  

The teaching style.  Group circle and reflection time helped me to better 
digest the learning and personal discoveries.  Teaching us how 
everything is connected.  (MJ, Survey 2016) 

Self-reflection in journals were significant for me.  (JJ, Survey 2016) 

Professor & mentorship; interdisciplinary creative activities.  Relaxation 
time at the workshop before/after dinner -- sense of ease.  (CJ, Survey 
2016).  

Expanding my knowledge and understanding of the place.  (RX, Survey 
2016) 

Realizing how dependent we are on technology these days.  (DJ, Survey 
2016) 
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Appendix K. 
 
Survey Responses: Most Negative and/or Most 
Challenging? 

As part of the inquiry, research participants were also asked to reflect on what 

they found to be the most challenging during the AIFS, and comment on aspects of the 

AIFS experience that were most negative for them. 

PLACE 

The majority of respondents listed physical and environmental conditions such as 

the heat, the humidity, as well as the mosquitoes and bug bites, as negative or 

challenging.  A few mentioned finding it difficult to not worry about being super clean all 

the time because of bug spray, sunscreen, and limited showers, some also remarked 

that trying to wash/dry clothes could be somewhat of a struggle.  Others spoke of 

difficulties staying hydrated and feeling sick due to dehydration; one mentioned having 

an adverse reaction to the anti-malarial drug.  A few respondents shared that adjusting 

to different food was a challenge.  Others mentioned “physically keeping up” and “the 

lack of time to rest and absorb” as a challenge, some found adjusting to the “the lack of 

technology” difficult. 

Environment conditions (BJ, Survey 2016)  

Weather / Mosquitos / Climate adjustment (OT, Survey 2016)  

Mosquito bites; physically keeping up. / trying to see ALL THE THINGS 
- I wanted about a week in Bogota.  (MC, Survey 2016) 

Bug bites; Heat / humidity (JZ, Survey 2016)  

Mosquitoes / Humidity; Mosquitoes / Humidity / The Elements; Small 
Food Portions (JR, Survey 2016) 

Incessant sweating/itching; Losing a day to dehydration (LC, Survey 
2016) 

The bugs (BK, Survey 2016) 

The heat/ Trying to wash clothes (RJ, Survey 2016) 

Heat and Bug Bites (KC, Survey 2016).   
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The heat (KD, Survey 2016).   

Arriving in the jungle and feeling scared.  The humidity/How the 
heat/humidity affects you. Feeling clean in the amazon.  The Food. 
Staying hydrated.  The bugs.   Travel time. (PJ, Survey 2016)  

The anti-malarial drugs were a bit tough to deal with.  Allowing myself 
to not worry about being super clean all the time (because of bug spray, 
sunscreen and limited showers) (JT, Survey 2016)  

The diet although I enjoyed it was a culture shock not having as much 
variety in my diet (RX, Survey 2016) 

Travelling outside of North America without previous international travel 
experience.  Getting sick on the last night in the Amazon.  (JC, Survey 
2016)   

Dealing with being sick (CJ, Survey 2016)  

Feeling sick (MJ, Survey 2016) 

Lack of technology & adjusting to different food options (DJ, Survey 
2016) 

  

PEOPLE 

Communication and language barriers seem to have been another major 

challenge for the participants. 

Travelling/interacting in a different cultural environment.  Interacting in 
a different cultural environment without being able to speak the 
language.  (JC, Survey 2016) 

Language barriers (BJ, Survey 2016);  

Communication difficulties with locals (RJ, Survey 2016);  

Language (wish I learned more Spanish prior) (OT, Survey 2016). 

Not being able to engage in a different way because of my lack of a 
second language (more on me of course) - I NEED TO LEARN A SECOND 
LANGUAGE.  (BK, Survey 2016) 

Wish I spoke Spanish. There were a lot of issues that came up for me 
by being present in the place and in relationship to the environment and 
vulnerability of the people in the community as well as the rich culture 
of the communities. There were also a lot of other things that concerned 
me in regards to similarities I [have] seen between cultures and 
relationship to the church and lack of emphasis or appreciation of 
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traditional knowledge.  There were just things that I didn't expect to see 
and that threw me off.  (RX, Survey 2016) 

Many of the respondents also commented on difficulties being in such intense 

contact with classmates. 

Not knowing anyone before going.  Being an introvert with many 
extroverts.  (MJ, Survey 2016) 

Sleeping in rooms with others - I like to get away from them all at times.  
(MC, Survey 2016) 

Working closely with others (RJ, Survey 2016);   

Arguing with another student.  (LC, Survey 2016). 

Relationships: negative personalities, immature classmates, self-
deprecation by others.  (JZ, Survey 2016) 

Trying not judging others.  (JC, Survey 2016) 

Depending on others/asking for help.  (OT, Survey 2016) 

Relationship building with some people there; being with a few 
individuals who I didn't get along with.  (DJ, Survey 2016)   

Not being able to travel outside the group (however when we did get 
free roam time it was amazing).  [Realizing] not everyone is so ready 
to just let go and be in a new place operating by new "rules".  Change 
is harder for some people.  (BK, Survey 2016) 

Being away from spouse; Not having any friends on the trip.  (LJ, Survey 
2016) 

Building relationships and then coming home to a life that doesn't 
necessarily allow you to maintain those relationships in the way you 
would wish to.  (RX, Survey 2016) 

Negativity of other students (CJ, Survey 2016) 

 

PERSONAL 

For some, the lived experience and emotional investment in the experience was 

particularly challenging. 

Finding my place; navigating new barriers.  (OT, Survey 2016) 

The Idea of safety being in such a remote area.  Being out of my comfort 
zone; being away from my kids. (RX, Survey 2016) 



303 

The lifestyles change (KD, Survey 2016) 

Pushing myself to allow for personal growth opportunities.  (JT, Survey 
2016) 

Trusting myself and my abilities to take care of myself; and dealing with 
fears.  (AC, Survey 2016) 

Staying focused; facing my fears; accepting my imperfections. (LG, 
Survey 2016) 

The self-reflection. I found it difficult to be honest with myself. (JJ, 
Survey 2016) 

Having enough personal time (being completely alone). (BK, Survey 
2016) 

Emotional management.  Psychological endurance and focus in all the 
activities.  (CJ, Survey 2016) 

Funding, keeping up with scholarship requirements; and the anxiety of 
coming back home.  (KC, Survey 2016) 

[The] negative view of Canada due to mining… in that Canada is not 
always viewed positively around the world.  (JZ, Survey 2016) 

One of the things that I found troubling was the level and influence of 
Canadian mining companies and the impact was having on the 
ecosystems in the Amazon.  It was not a negative experience but it was 
one of the most troubling things for me.  There were a lot of things like 
that actually that I felt helpless about. (MC, Survey 2016) 

 

PEDAGOGY  

A few respondents reported the following academic factors as negative and/or 

challenging: 

The extra classes. (KD, Survey 2016) 

Achieving a good grade. (PJ, Survey 2016) 

Worrying about academic policy and creating a project.  Lack of time to 
rest and absorb.  (CJ, Survey 2016) 

Learning to access my creative side. (BJ, Survey 2016) 
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Appendix L. 
 
Survey Responses: Anything Missing from the 
Experience?  

When asked specifically if anything was missing for them from the experience, 

some of the participants offered the following responses:  

Preparation 

More preparation before leaving on what to expect and getting to know 
other students.  (MJ, Survey 2016) 

The extra classes were focused on feelings rather than learning about 
the cultural, historical, and environmental aspects of Colombia and the 
Amazon that I really wish we had had more information about.  The 
small lectures when we were there were an overload whereas the low 
content classes could have used more knowledge distribution.  I also 
think those classes could have had more of a Spanish language 
component to them, just basics to help us when we were in Colombia.  
(KD, Survey 2016) 

Community Focus / Project 

I would have liked to work on a project that would benefit, or work with, 
the local villagers.  Ideally, a creative/community improvement project 
would have been great.  (JT, Survey 2016) 

I think I would have like a stronger emphasis on the community aspect, 
as well as leadership and group management.  The course seemed to 
be bent towards design and architecture, which seemed more pertinent 
for the interior design students.  (JR, Survey 2016) 

I think a way to follow up and maintain relationships with the people 
that we meet.  Also perhaps a more social justice element worked into 
the program where we are able to address some of the problems and 
concerns of the people that we meet.  I think that if it were embedded 
into the class structure perhaps leading up to the time before we depart, 
maybe studying up on some of the impacts of mining companies are 
having and writing letters or doing research while we are there would 
be helpful.  Also maybe working in the villages and volunteering our 
time in ways, which we can give back to the communities that we are 
visiting.  (RX, Survey 2016) 
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More time 

About a month… I would have liked more time everywhere.  (MC, Survey 
2016) 

The only thing I would have liked more of was time to reflect on the 
experiences - I felt it was "gogogo" a lot of the time, moving from one 
activity to the next, and it was difficult to absorb a lot of it.  (RJ, Survey 
2016) 

More time. I think if the AIFS was longer, maybe 3 weeks, I would have 
more time to really dig deeper and get a better understanding of myself 
and the world.  (LG, Survey 2016) 

The shortness of the trip; I felt I could have done longer.  (KC, Survey 
2016) 

Nothing missing 

No, honestly I can't think of anything.  (KC, Survey 2016) 

Not that I can think of.  (AC, Survey 2016) 

Not that I can think of - felt it delivered above expectations in terms of 
core learning outcomes.  (DJ, Survey 2016) 

Not at the time.  (JC, Survey 2016) 

No.  (JJ, Survey 2016) 

I can't think of anything.  (OT, Survey 2016) 

No, because that is what my experience was. It could have been 
different in a million ways, but not necessarily any better. (LC, Survey 
2016) 


