3.5 Voyageur Outward
Bound School
St. Paul, MN

STRIVE FORWARD
“There is more in us than we know. If we can be made to see it perhaps
for the rest of our lives, we will be unwilling to settle for less.” —KURT
HAHN, OUTWARD BOUND FOUNDER

Kurt Hahn founded Outward Bound
in 1941 in response to a dire need
to build tenacity and camaraderie
in young British sailors. The British shipping magnate Sir Lawrence Holt
observed that his young sailors succumbed to hardships in the wartime
North Sea at a much higher rate than his older sailors did. Together, Hahn
and Holt designed a program of increasing challenge and skill mastery to
teach the young sailors that they could persevere through difficulty, that
they were resilient in the face of danger, and that they could survive even the
most terrifying of situations. While today’s risks are different than surviving
the cold North Sea in a tiny lifeboat, many teens who participate in Outward
Bound are in dire need of the same perseverance and stamina that Hahn’s
sailors learned through the sea in the 1940s.
More than 70 years after Hahn designed his model, Minnesota’s
Voyageur Outward Bound School (VOBS) continues to use the same
model of progressive, experiential, outdoor challenge to build key social
and emotional traits. Founded in 1964, VOBS operates as an independent
501(c)(3) affiliated with Outward Bound Schools nationwide with a budget
of $3 million. The mission of Outward Bound and VOBS is to change lives
through challenge and discovery. VOBS programs engage teens and
adults out of two program sites: one in Ely, MN, called Homeplace, and
the other in the Twin Cities. The Twin Cities program serves students
who would not typically access Outward Bounds’ programs. This includes
low-income, racially diverse young
people, many of whom have poor
In 2011, Outward Bound
school attendance and grades,
released the results of a onebehavioral problems, and some
year longitudinal research study.
are even homeless. There are
Students who completed an
several programs available to a
Outward Bound course said they
wide range of participants, from
were more likely to accomplish
teens and adults to families and
their goals (93 percent), believe
school groups. Teen programs
in their ability to succeed (93
include leadership expeditions
percent), and be a leader in
that use canoeing, sea kayaking
their school or community (80
and backpacking, dog sledding,
percent). One year later, the
skiing, and rock climbing to teach
same students reported they
social and emotional learning
were more successful at school
skills. VOBS frames SEL as helping
or work (79 percent), more of a
students discover and build
leader (88 percent), and believed
their strength of character, an
in their ability to succeed (93
aptitude for leadership, and a
percent).
determination to serve.
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ORGANIZATION
Total number of full-time staff

18

Number of volunteers

20–40

Annual operating budget

$3.1M

FOCUS OFFERING
Total contact hours

370

Duration of the program period

2 years

FOCUS OFFERING YOUTH (FROM YOUTH SURVEYS)
Number of youth

12

Age

12-16

Gender

100% M

Ethnicity

• 86% African
American
• 14% Prefer
not to disclose

Percent currently attending
school on a regular basis

100%

FOCUS OFFERING STAFF (FROM STAFF SURVEY)

CASE NARRATIVES
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Number of staff

2

Level of education

• 50% College
Degree
• 50% Advanced
degree

Years of experience

• 15 in youth
development
• 3 in this
program

Staff program content
expertise self-rating
(1=Novice, 2=Experienced, 3=Expert)

3

Staff SEL expertise self-rating
(1=Novice, 2=Experienced, 3=Expert)

2
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YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth
The Strive Forward program—the target offering for the SEL Challenge—provides a unique opportunity for
youth. The participants are 12 middle school students attending the Open World Learning Community School
in St. Paul, Minnesota, recruited by school staff because they struggle academically, behaviorally, or both. The
group of 12, 14 to 18-year-old African American young men show incredible potential for success in school and
community amidst barriers of low confidence, impulsivity, and other broader societal barriers due to their
socioeconomic status. The overall student body at Open World Learning Community is a racially diverse group:
30 percent African American, 30 percent Caucasian, 30 percent Asian, and 10 percent Latino. More than 70
percent of students are receiving free and reduced lunch.
Laura Greenlee Karp, Program Coordinator, described the youth as “charming, hilarious, ridiculous, wonderful,
difficult, and endearing all at the same time.” She speaks below about the experiences youth bring to the
program, and how they impact the direction staff take in leading the program:
I think these guys are very resilient. I think they have gone through a lot in their lifetimes and struggled with
many things. Because of this, I don’t believe I need to focus on what it means to persevere. I think it’s more
important to give them the tools to talk about how they’re feeling and talk about how the tough things affect
them. Our programs help the students process the lessons that they’ve learned from those things. For
example, a student came to me because he was struggling in math. The reason he was struggling in math
was not because he wasn’t successful and not because he didn’t want to do the work, but because he was
struggling to figure out why math was important when he had to go home and feed his three younger siblings
and take care of them while his mom was intoxicated upstairs. I don’t need to put him in a contrived situation
because he has more on his plate than he already needs. I need to give him an opportunity to be a kid who
learns to communicate how that stuff makes him feel so he can be an advocate for himself. At the same time,
our programs have to help him apply his resilience to his own goals and figure out how he can use those same
skills to meet goals that will help him be more successful at school and build a positive future for himself.

Staff
VOBS staff are key to the success of the Strive Forward program. VOBS hires staff because of who they are as
educators, the youth development skills they possess, and the technical competencies needed to facilitate
physically and emotionally safe programs. Staff receive a minimum of 25-30 days of training annually. Senior
colleagues continually mentor and train staff based on a model of advancement and responsibility. Staff training
is broken down into two components: travel training and all-staff orientation. Travel training focuses primarily
on the technical, programmatic, and wilderness skills the staff need to facilitate physically safe experiences.
Throughout the four and a half days of all-staff orientation, staff spend a minimum of six hours in student
management and skills training. This is a core element of VOBS training, during which staff learn about VOBS history,
course structure, management issues and tactics, and how to build a group culture that supports desired objectives.
The student management skills training has a four year progression that grows as the staff grow in competency.
In addition to student management and skills training, staff participate in many training sessions, including:
• VOBS logic model and its implication;
• The brain and how it relates to youth development and attitudes and behaviors;
• Age-based curriculum;
• Intuition and safety;
• Adapting courses to population, pre-determined outcomes, and intact groups;
• Motivational interviewing; and
• Self-harm, mental health, and medications; defining success; curriculum design and sequencing; and building
positive group culture on course.
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Based at the Twin Cities Center, Laura Greenlee Karp has been working in different capacities with youth for the
past 10 years. VOBS, however, has had a special impact on her and her work with youth. She shared:
Outward Bound is where the world makes the most sense to me. I personally thrive in this environment.
When I was younger, I experienced programs similar to Outward Bound that solidified aspects of my
personality and who I am. My purpose at Outward Bound is to help other people have similar experiences.

OFFERING CURRICULUM
Offering Content
There are three program components that comprise Strive Forward that occur in conjunction with one another:
Insight programs, Launch programs, and Peer Leadership Expeditions. The progression and topics of the
elements build on different skills throughout the academic year.
During the school year the students participate in eight Insight programs offered once a month. Insight
programs are daylong outdoor, wilderness, or urban adventure programs such as the high ropes course,
canoeing, rock climbing, or orienteering. Each program has a different learning outcome like decision-making,
communication, compassion, collaboration or goal setting.
Launch programs occur monthly, two weeks after each Insight program. VOBS staff meet with the youth at their
school for two hours. During this time, staff facilitate a reflection of the most recent Insight program and prepare
the youth for the next one. As they process these experiences, staff help the students understand how to apply the
skills they are learning during programs to their schoolwork and life.
The third component is the VOBS Peer Leadership course. Students embark on two intensive Peer Leadership
Expeditions, one in the spring and one in the fall. These four to seven-day courses take place in the wilderness
and require determination, perseverance, and communication to reinforce the group’s collaboration and
relationships. During the 2014-2015 session, youth went canoeing and backpacking.

Offering Sequence
The Strive Forward program began in spring of 2014. Laura met with the young men six times before summer
break. It was important at the start of the program for Laura to build a rapport with the students. She said:
They needed to be engaged and have fun. This helps them learn that they can trust me and that I will show
up when I say I am going to show up. Once that rapport and trust is established, I will push them to think
more critically regarding their learning, emotions, and their experience.
A gradual introduction to establish norms and trust each other took the first five months of the program. Laura
elaborated:
Once they understood who I was and what I was doing there, then I could start stringing together a bigger
picture with them. The program initially was, “This is Laura. When she shows up at school, we go to the gym,
we play a game, and then we play basketball, and then we have a conversation about our how we are doing,
our feelings and our process. When we meet her off-site, she teaches us how to do an outdoor skill, and then
we talk about what we have learned and how that impacts us and our goals.” The program could never start
with, “This is the Strive Forward program. We’re creating leaders within the Open World Learning Community
over the next two years. How can you be a leader? What do you want to do for your school? Who do you want
to be?” That just wasn’t possible. Even though that is what was happening, I couldn’t frame it that way.
VOBS’ Offering Sequence
INTRODUCTION

TRAINING PHASE
(LEARNING)

MAIN PHASE
(LEADERSHIP)

CASE NARRATIVES
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FINAL PHASE
(RESPONSIBILITY)

GRADUATION
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Elizabeth “Poppy” Potter, Director of Operations, described how the program sequence intentionally builds a set
of experiences over time:
We build a progression. We start with our rock climbing Insight program, which may seem like a strange place
to start. In reality it was a great place to start the school year because rock climbing focuses on taking risks,
knowing your support system, and setting personal goals. And those three things tie in very well to the start
of an academic year.
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The next piece is an urban adventure, which is highly collaborative
and creative. Imagine a scavenger hunt or the amazing race. There are
certain challenges along the way the students have to solve, requiring
them to work together to be successful. So again, this reinforces the
support system that they need to accomplish their goals.
Our next program, orienteering, uses map and compass to identify
“What direction should I go?” This lesson ties together using
information that is presented to the students as well as their intuition.
The map is saying go this way, but your gut tells you to go that way.
What do you pay attention to and why? We can process this by asking
the student why they chose to go the direction they did, how they
made that decision, and if they got the results they wanted.
Throughout this progression we are building skills that move them
through a process that aligns with where they will be throughout their
academic year.
In addition to the content creating a set of intentional experiences over
the course of the offering, VOBS uses three phases to create a graduated
level of responsibility for youth. The three phases—Training (Learning)
Phase, Main (Leadership) Phase, and Final (Responsibility) Phase—are
stretched out over the year, with youth spending roughly three months
in each phase, but progressing through them at their own pace. Laura
explained that the three phases are metaphors for the stages of growth
that people experience as they develop over their lifespan:
In the Training Phase, it’s like you’re an infant. Your parents do everything
for you. They teach you how to use all these skills. They keep you safe.
They’re making sure that you do everything that you need to do and they
are very hands-on. The Main Phase is like middle school and high school
where you gain independence and you feel like you can take on tasks,
but your parents or your guardians want to make sure that you are still
safe. They take a step back, but they are still watching everything that is
happening. And the Final Phase is similar to being a young adult where
you have full independence, but you also carry all the responsibility.

2014-2015 LAUNCH
PROGRAMS AND
PEER LEADERSHIP
EXPEDITIONS
September 5:
Rock Climbing
September 22–26:
Peer Leadership Backpacking
Expedition
October 3:
Urban Adventure
November 7:
Orienteering/Navigation
December 5:
Collaborative Meal and
Celebration Dinner
January 9:
Nordic Skiing
February 13:
High Ropes Course
March 13:
Service Adventure
April 10:
High Ropes Course
May 8:
Canoe
June 6–19:
Peer Leadership Canoe
Expedition

As the youth progress, the staff begin to step back, and the relationships change. Laura described the transition:
In Training Phase, we structure everything. We are hands-on for everything and teaching all the skills they
need, from technical to interpersonal. We are involved in everything the students are doing. In the Main
Phase, we transfer responsibility and foster a gained competence and confidence with the students. We are
engaged, participating and helping support the structure students have come to know and trust. It’s like we
are the bones and the students are filling in the muscle of what we’re doing. In Final Phase, the students own
their experience and apply what they have learned. Instructors are there to make sure that everyone is safe
both physically and emotionally and that we give them the space to accomplish their goals as a group.
The young men advance through the phases by meeting certain criteria in group journals and checklists
developed by the staff. Laura provided more detail:
On our expedition, we have a group journal that holds all of the information the students need to be
successful. One of those things is a checklist that the students can physically check off to graduate from
Training to Main and Main to Final. The checklist is not something that is created by staff: it is a collaboration
between the students and instructors. The students are aware of the expedition goals and, once they meet
their goals, it’s a big deal for these kids to have autonomy within the expedition. This progression creates a
rite of passage for the students to gain more independence and responsibility. This creates growth.
CASE NARRATIVES
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While the transition from Training to Final is designed to take most of the program year, the Peer Leadership
Expeditions are intensive experiences that may present opportunities to advance from one phase to another.
During the first three days of the canoeing trip, students learn technical skills, such as how to paddle, how
to rescue themselves from capsizing, and how to set up a tent. Similarly, they learn teamwork skills, like how
to give feedback and conflict resolution techniques. The next two days focus on exercising the skills learned
during days 1–3. The students create SMART—specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and time-bound—
goals for themselves and the team through group decision making. Instructors are available to support the
group and monitor emotional and physical safety. The last day is the final expedition where the students
each take on a role for the expedition. Finally, each student participates in a personal challenge event, such
as scaling a 70-foot rock face, to help them realize the confidence that they gained throughout the week. This
challenge offers a significant achievement for the young men.
At the end of the program year, a formal graduation ceremony commemorates the transitions youth have made.
Laura Greenlee Karp described the event:
At the very end, we have a formal graduation where we award certificates and have an appreciation circle.
The circle contains the students, teachers, staff, students’ friends, and their parents. The focus of the circle is
to acknowledge all of the growth and inspiration the students have offered other people in their world, while
also giving the students a chance to appreciate each other and who they have become as individuals and as
a group. This ceremony acknowledges the new responsibilities and freedom they have gained by working
hard at achieving the goals they set throughout the program. As they take their Outward Bound pin, students
acknowledge how they persevered through the challenges in the program and in their life, and what they
learned about themselves to help them be successful in school and life. With this rite of passage we celebrate
the young men and mentors that they have become and send them into the world to continue their work.

Offering Session Structure
Each Strive Forward program—Launch, Insight, and Expedition—is put together with the Outward Bound design
principles in mind:
• Learning through experience
• Incorporating challenge and adventure
• Creating a supportive environment, physically and emotionally
All of the programs also follow a structure that has five clear steps, as described by Elizabeth “Poppy” Potter:
First, we frame the experience, and second, we set goals. Then we help youth develop the skills that they need
to be successful in the day. At this point we are doing direct instruction. Now they are ready and practice the
skills they learned to help them step up to the challenges that we present to them during the activity. Last, we
close the program with a reflection circle so they can then transfer their new skills and learning.
In the example below “Poppy” walked through a typical Insight program day:
When the students come off the bus, we gather them and do something active right away to get a little bit
of energy out. That moves into framing what the day is going to be, what they hope to get out of it, and
any safety expectations for the day. This includes setting goals as well. We frame the experience and set
goals with them, and then we move into a period that is active and develops skills. For example, if the day
is an orienteering day, we walk them through how to use a compass and teach them the parts and what
they mean. Next we take a look at a map. What does this symbol mean? That’s followed by the experiential
orienteering activity where we present a challenge to the group, and they spend the next several hours
moving through that challenge or a series of challenges. The day ends with a reflection process. Often that is
a conversation and maybe an activity or maybe a journaling experience, but that’s the time in which we start
talking about transferring something they learned from the day and moving that learning forward.
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TESTIMONIAL CONTRIBUTED BY: DAVID GUNDALE, OWL PRINCIPAL
Daevon was a second semester eighth grader when VOBS and Open World Learning Community partnered to
create the STRIVE Forward program. This program was created to support male students of color in exercising
mindful approaches to conflict, focus in class, respect of peers, etc. Daevon, along with nine other students,
was selected by using discipline and attendance records, academic data, and teacher referrals. The group of
10 primarily contained students with high behavioral referrals, average attendance, and who were frequently
getting into conflicts and disrupting classes with their behavior. The goal of the VOBS STRIVE program was
to develop an outdoor leadership/adventure program where expected HOWLS (habits of work and learning)
were intentionally processed while at the same time creating challenging outdoor activities such as skiing,
snowshoeing, and rock climbing, that stretched each student individually through challenges they had not
experienced before.
Daevon represents one of several of the boys in the STRIVE Forward program. In grades 7 and 8, Daevon would
frequently get caught up in different situations that either began through social media or bantering that started
in hallways and ended up in conflict in the hallways. Often it involved interactions with females and other African
American boys. In fact, in one instance, Daevon and another male student got into a fight in a classroom over
comments made to each other that made each student mad. In their anger, they lost control of their emotions
and began fighting in the middle of the classroom. Both students were suspended for multiple days as a result.
The STRIVE forward program was not something students liked much at first, including Daevon. In fact, many of
the activities such as snowshoeing and even the first overnight canoe trip resulted in complaints such as how
cold and wet the student got, or, in the instance of the canoe trip, how bad the bugs were (mosquitoes and black
flies). The challenge of the experiences was directly connected to the comfort level of the students. There were
many times that VOBS staff had to drive to the students’ homes and different parts of the city to get them to
attend different courses.
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