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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this project is to develop a set of recommendations for the further 

development of the Conserve School Solo Camping Experience for semester school 

students.  During the solo camping experience students spend at least a day in solitude in 

a remote campsite on the Conserve School property.  The solo experience is an important 

time for students to rest and reflect on their experience at Conserve School, themselves, 

and their place in community as well as increase their connection and awareness of the 

natural world.  The further development of the current solo camping experience at 

Conserve School is important because the current framework has not been fully 

developed (goals, debriefs, solo activities, etc.) and has not incorporated the 

recommendations present in scholarly literature surrounding the subject area of 

wilderness solos.  If organized and facilitated properly the solo experience can positively 

contribute to students achieving the mission and goals of the Conserve School semester 

program. The methodology included reviewing Conserve School’s mission and goals as 

well as an interview with the Conserve School Director of Outdoor Programs, reviewing 

and interviewing other residential high school programs that offer solo experiences, 

reviewing literature, and compiling recommendations.  The product of this project is a 

Solo Guide for the Conserve School staff and students that includes goals, a detailed 

framework of briefs and debriefs, procedures to insure safety of the students, and a 

schedule of events.  This project was presented to the Conserve School Staff in 2011. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Problem Statement 

The purpose of this project is to develop a set of recommendations for the further 

development of the Conserve School Solo Camping Experience for semester school 

students. 

Sub-Problems 

Sub-Problem 1: The first sub-problem is to research the mission and goals of Conserve 

School as well as the Outdoor Program within and develop an understanding of how the 

solo experience portion of the outdoor trip program contributes to accomplishing those 

goals. 

Sub-Problem 2: The second sub-problem is to research and interview other outdoor trip 

programs that incorporate solo experiences to determine commonalities and create a 

knowledge base to build the Conserve program up from. 

Sub-Problem 3: The third sub-problem is to complete a literature search to gather 

additional recommendations. 

Sub-Problem 4: The fourth sub-problem is to develop a set of recommendations for the 

further development of the Conserve School Solo Camping Experience based on 

Conserve School’s mission, the literature search, and the program research. 
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Sub-Problem 5: The fifth sub-problem is to produce the final set of recommendations 

for use in the Conserve School solo Camping Experience Program.   

Significance 

This project is of importance to Conserve School because solo camping experience will 

enhance student “engagement with the forests, lakes, and wildlife of Lowenwood” 

(Conserve School).  The mission of Conserve School is as follows; “Conserve School 

inspires young people to environmental stewardship through academics and engagement 

with the forests, lakes, and wildlife of Lowenwood” (Conserve School). During the solo 

camping experience students spend a day and a night in solitude in a remote campsite on 

the Conserve School property.  The solo experience is an important time for students to 

rest and reflect on their experience at Conserve School and increase their connection and 

awareness of the natural world as well as a time for reflection on themselves and their 

place in community.  The further development of the current solo camping experience at 

Conserve School is important because the current framework has not been fully 

developed (goals, debriefs, solo activities, etc.) and has not incorporated the 

recommendations present in scholarly literature surrounding the subject area of 

wilderness solos. “The establishment of a framework for physical and emotional safety, 

coupled with pre-solo preparation for meaningful reflection practices, can transform 

potentially negative solo experiences into significant growth opportunities” (Maxted, 

2005). “Therefore the design of Solo should be given careful consideration in program 

planning, facilitation, and debriefing” (Daniel B. B., 2006). 
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Limitations 

Limitation #1 The recommendations will not be implemented during my time here at Conserve 

School.  

Limitation #2 The project will not include instruction on outdoor skills for leaders or participants. 

Assumptions 

Assumption #1 The Conserve School mission will remain unchanged.  

Assumption # 2 Solo Camping Experience trips will always be a part of the Conserve School 

program. 

Assumption # 3 The faculty at Conserve school will have the outdoor skills and knowledge to 

safely prepare and facilitate the Solo Camping Experiences. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

This project will look at written literature by professionals in the field of Environmental, 

Outdoor, and Experiential Education. The literature search will provide support in the 

four knowledge areas this project is built on: (1) the objectives of environmental 

education, (2) the value of outdoor activities in environmental education, (3) wilderness 

solos, (4) the value of self-reflection and journaling.  

Objectives of Environmental Education 

Solos can contribute to the achievement of environmental education goals and 

environmental literacy in participants.  Environmental Education has four goals 

according to the Tibilisi document.  The goals are awareness, knowledge, attitudes, skills, 

and participation (Tibilisi, 1978).  Awareness of environmental problems, knowledge and 

understanding of those problems and natural systems, attitudes toward the environment 

that foster value for the natural world and concern over environmental problems, skills to 

identify and solve environmental problems, and the opportunity for participation in the 

resolution of environmental problems (Tibilisi, 1978). “Environmental literacy is defined 

by an individual who possesses knowledge about the environment and issues related to it, 

and who is capable of and inclined toward responsible environmental behavior” 

(Simmons, 2000).  Environmental literacy is the end goal of environmental education. 
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Role/value of outdoor activities 

Outdoor experience increases environmental awareness, sensitivity and the personal 

connection students have with the natural world (Palmberg, 2000).  In additition the more 

outdoor experience students had the safer they felt in the outdoors which translates into a 

higher likelyhood that students will participate in outdoor activies in the future 

(Palmberg, 2000).   Naturalistic intelligence as defined by Howard Gardner in the Theory 

of Multiple Intelligences  is the increased potenial to understand naturalist information 

such as species identification, species differentation, and ecological relationships 

(Howard, 1999).  Time spent outdoors observing nature is an integral part of natural 

science and conservation education because it helps students develop their naturalistic 

intelligence (Hayes, 2009).   

Wilderness Solos 

“I only went for a walk and finally concluded to stay out, till sundown, for going out, I 

found, was really going in.”  (Muir, 1938) 

“Solo is any period of intentional solitude-an hour, day, or multiple days- that can be 

spent moving or stationary” (Daniel, 2006).  The outcomes of wilderness programs can 

include “increased understanding of themselves, awareness and appreciation for nature 

and the wilderness, having a new opportunity, and learning new skills” (Holman & 

McAvory, 2005). The solo experience is an important time for students to rest and reflect.   

Solo participants develop an “increased awareness of themselves and how they interact 

with others through reflection” (Bobilya, McAvory, & Kalisch, 2005).  “Solitude is not 

only essential for personal growth but for the development of the community at large” 
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(Bobylia, 2005).  “Experiencing solitude in the outdoors has the potential to empower 

participants because they must face their fears and be responsible for taking care of 

themselves” (Daniel B. , 2005).  “The wilderness Solo has the potential to be a significant 

life experience because it has the power to shape participants’ lives both while in the 

wilderness and years later” (Daniel B. B., 2006).  “The establishment of a framework for 

physical and emotional safety, coupled with pre-solo preparation for meaningful 

reflection practices, can transform potentially negative solo experiences into significant 

growth opportunities” (Maxted, 2005). “Therefore the design of Solo should be given 

careful consideration in program planning, facilitation, and debriefing” (Daniel B. B., 

2006).   Suggestions for instructors for helping participants achieve the benefits of solo 

experience include “(a) present a clear rationale to participants for the solo and any 

suggested activities, (b) provide activities to assist the participants in effectively utilizing 

the solo time, (c) assure participants that their experience is unique and to set aside any 

preconceived expectations, (d) provide optional opportunities for students to talk with 

instructors during the solo, and (e) facilitate a group discussion after the solo that 

encourages the uniqueness of each individual’s experience” (Bobilya, Kalisch, & 

McAvoy, 2005).  

Self-Reflection and Journaling 

“A defining condition of being human is that we have to understand the meaning of our 

experience” (Costa & Kallick, 2000). 

 “Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of 

experience” (Kolb, 1984). The Four Stage Model of Learning developed by Kolb states 
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the stages of learning are (1) Concrete Experience, (2) Observation and Reflections, (3) 

Formation of Abstract Concepts and Generalizations, and (4) Testing Implications of 

Concepts in New Situations (Kolb, 1973). “Immediate concrete experience is the basis 

for observation and reflection.  These observations are assimilated into a “theory” from 

which new implications for action can be deduced.  These implications or hypotheses 

then serve as guides in acting to create new experiences” (Kolb, 1973).  In addition to 

Kolb’s Four Stage Model of Learning, the Lewinian Experiential Learning Model and 

Piaget’s Model of Learning and Cognitive development include Reflection as a part of 

the learning cycle (Kolb, 1984).    

Many solo experiences use journaling to help guide students observations and reflection. 

“The journal assignment can be a structured and purposeful tool allowing access to the 

students’ internal “making of meaning” (Hubbs & Brand, 2005).  “Journaling as a 

learning strategy, provides opportunities for students to mull over ideas, uncover inner 

secrets, and piece together life’s unconnected threads, thus creating a fertile ground for 

the significant learning” (Hubbs & Brand, 2005) 

 

Summary 

These articles suggest that Wilderness Experiences are an integral part of student’s 

development in raising their awareness of themselves, their place in the community, and 

the world around them.  This project will seek to validate the value of wilderness solos in 

student’s personal connection, awareness, and understanding of the natural world, 

themselves and their place in the community.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 

A. Data  

The data for this project will come from literature searches, interviews with Conserve School 

leadership, Conserve Semester 1 Solo Evaluation Forms, and interviews with outdoor program 

coordinators from similar institutions as Conserve School.  The data will contribute to the 

development of a set of recommendations for guiding the further development of the Conserve 

School Wilderness Solo Program. 

B. Research Methodology 

This project will use a qualitative approach through the use of oral questionnaires to gather 

information from Conserve School administration to understand the school’s perspective on the 

Solo Experience offered and determine where there is need for further development of the 

program. Outdoor Program Coordinators from other institutions will be interviewed about the 

details of the Solo Experience offered as part of their program to expose commonalities among 

Solo Experiences at other institutions.  The CS1 Solo Evaluation Forms will be compiled and 

reviewed to establish grounds for recommendations in addition to the interviews with Conserve 

School leadership. Literature searches will be used to compile the information to justify the 

recommendations presented to Conserve School. 
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C. Projected Treatment of Each Sub-Problem 

 
Sub-Problem 1: The first sub-problem is to research the mission and goals of 

Conserve School as well as the Outdoor Program within to develop an understanding 

of how the solo experience portion of the outdoor trip program contributes to 

accomplishing those goals. 

 

School interviews will be set up with Cathy Palmer, Director of Outdoor Programs, 

to understand Conserve School’s current mission statement, current framework for 

the outdoor trip program and the Solo Experience,  and how Conserve school feels 

outdoor trips accomplish the goals of the school and fit into the curriculum plans.  

The Interview will be structured by a prewritten questionnaire.    

Early January 

1. School Interviews 

a. Review and compile the CS1 Student Solo Evaluation Surveys 

b. Write a questionnaire 

c. Schedule appointments-Cathy Palmer 

d. Understand how outdoor trips accomplish the goals of Conserve School 

and fit into the curriculum plans 

Sub-Problem 2: The second sub-problem is research and interview other outdoor trip 

programs that incorporate solo experiences to determine commonalities and create a 

knowledge base to build the Conserve program up from. 
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Programs will be chosen for review based on the degree of commonality to Conserve 

School in their overarching organization structure, goals, and mission.  The 

interviews will be structured by a prewritten questionnaire.    

February 

1. Interview Outdoor Program Coordinators at Chewonki Semester School, High 

Mountain Institute, The Outdoor Academy, and Colorado Rocky Mountain 

School. 

2. Compile data gathered 

3. Determine commonalities held among the programs reviewed 

 

Sub-Problem 3: The third sub-problem is to complete a literature search to gather 

additional recommendations. 

The literature search will be conducted through the internet and the UWSP 

Library and Electronic Resources. 

Late March 

1. Review literature on wilderness solo design and components.  

Sub-Problem 4: The fourth sub-problem is to develop a set of recommendations for the 

further development of the Conserve School Solo Camping Experience based on data 

gathered from program interviews and literature searches. 
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Recommendations will be formed based on the needs of the Conserve School 

Solo Experience Program, the commonalities found among programs 

reviewed, and the information gathered in the literature search. 

April 

1. Develop a report of recommendations for Conserve School Faculty  

Sub-Problem 5: The fifth sub-problem is to produce the final set of recommendations 

for use in the Conserve School Solo Camping Experience Program.   

Early May 

1. Final formatting into a solo guide 

2. Presentation 

 

SUMMARY 

Information will be gathered through interviews, program reviews, and literature 

searches.  The information gathered will be compiled and synthesized into 

recommendations for the further development of the Conserve School solo camping 

experience.  The final recommendations will be formatted into a solo guide and presented 

to Conserve School leadership. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

Problem Statement 

The purpose of this project is to develop a set of recommendations for the further 

development of the Conserve School Solo Camping Experience for semester school 

students. 

Sub-Problems 

Sub-Problem 1: The first sub-problem is to research the mission and goals of Conserve 

School as well as the Outdoor Program within and develop an understanding of how the 

solo experience portion of the outdoor trip program contributes to accomplishing those 

goals. 

The Conserve School website includes an overview of the mission and goals of 

the semester program as stated below. 

Mission 

Conserve School inspires young people to environmental stewardship through academics 

and engagement with the forests, lakes, and wildlife of Lowenwood. 

Vision 

Conserve School carries forward Jim Lowenstine’s Legacy by providing a diverse group 

of young people with a residential academic setting that fosters: 

• understanding of the science of natural resource conservation, 
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• commitment to protecting the environment, 

• an inclination toward careers that help preserve the natural world, 

• enjoyment of outdoor activities, and  

• love and respect for nature. 

Program Overview  

Conserve School is a non-sectarian school aimed at students who feel a strong 

attachment to the natural world and who are motivated to conserve it. This semester-long 

immersion in environmental studies and outdoor activities deepens students’ love of 

nature, reinforces their commitment to conservation, and equips them to take meaningful 

action as environmental stewards. 

The program interweaves college-preparatory academics with: 

• the study of environmental history, nature literature, and the science of 

conservation,  

• environmental service work,  

• exploration of careers related to conservation,  

• training in teamwork and leadership, and  

• engagement with the outdoors. 

Designed primarily for high school juniors, Conserve School incorporates the flexibility 

to accommodate seniors and advanced sophomores. 
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Conserve School students become part of a community that heightens their sense of 

identity and self-worth and imparts the confidence they need to go forward and make a 

difference, not only as stewards of the environment, but also as stewards of their own 

destinies. 

This initial research was followed by an interview with Cathy Palmer, Director of 

Outdoor Programs.   The interview included questions about all parts and programs 

within the Conserve School Outdoor Program.  The purpose of the interview was to 

uncover areas of the outdoor program that needed further development.  The information 

and encouragement of Cathy Palmer regarding the need for recommendations for the 

further development of the solo camping experience lead me to move forward with this 

project.  Cathy Palmer reported that a framework for the solos has not yet been 

developed.   She reported being very interested in hearing about the goals, logistical 

framework, and rational behind the solo experiences offered at other institutions.  She 

was able to provide me with the Outdoor Program Goals, which lend to an understanding 

of how solos fit into the outdoor program.   

Conserve School Outdoor Program Goals 

• To develop a personal connection with nature. 

• Feel a responsibility toward protecting wild areas. 

• Personal growth in a sense of increased confidence in their own abilities to learn 

and overcome challenges. 

• Feel comfortable in the natural rhythms of being out in the forest. 

• Sense of adventure 
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Since there is not currently a set of goals or framework for the solo experience the 

understanding of how the solos fit into the goals of the school have to be inferred.  

Creating a set of goals for the solo camping experience at Conserve School will be part of 

this project. 

Sub-Problem 2: The second sub-problem is to research and interview other institutions 

that incorporate solo experiences to determine commonalities and create a knowledge 

base to build the Conserve program up from. 

Four institutions were chosen for the program review: High Mountain Institute, Colorado 

Rocky Mountain School, Chewonki, and The Outdoor Academy.  The programs were 

chosen based on their commonalities to Conserve School. The following commonalities 

were used to select programs for review: high school age students, boarding school, 

environmental focused curriculum, an outdoor program that included solos, the program 

has been established for at least three years.  The interview write-ups are in the Appendix 

A. 

The commonalities shared among all the solo experiences reviewed are as follows: 

• Goal of providing students with a time for reflection 

• Solos positively contribute to students achieving the goals of the institution 

• Solos begin with a briefing on safety and expectations 

• All students participated in solos simultaneously 

• A system in place for nonvisual check ins with students during their solos 

• Stationary solo, the students aren’t allowed to travel or leave their site  
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• Students are placed in close proximity, within shouting distance of each other and 

the instructor’s base camp 

• Solos are followed by a debrief session for students to discuss their experience 

with a group of peers and an instructor 

The commonalities shared among 3 out of 4 solo experiences reviewed are as follows: 

• Organized framework for the solo experience  

• Instructors emphasize solos as a unique experience for each student 

• Instructors keep student expectations moderated to increase positive feelings 

associated with solos during and after the experience 

• Goals of providing students with a time for nature observation and the opportunity 

to connect with the natural world 

• Length of the solo was at least one night in length 

• The solo experience is offered within the last third of the semester program 

• Students have the opportunity to have a one on one debrief with an instructor 

Sub-Problem 3: The third sub-problem is to complete a literature search to gather 

additional recommendations. 

In carrying out the literature review information was gathered from the UWSP Library 

Electronic Database, UWSP Library, and the compilation of articles in the book 

Exploring Solo, Silence, and Solitude.   

Recommendations gathered from the literature search are as follows: 
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• Students should experience a mini solo activity that includes a short time for 

solitude, hours not days, and reflective journaling prior to their overnight solo. 

• Students should be presented a journal and reflective journaling prompts at the 

beginning of their solo. 

• The solo experience should include thorough briefing and debriefing processes. 

Sub-Problem 4: The fourth sub-problem is to develop a set of recommendations for the 

further development of the Conserve School Solo Camping Experience based on 

Conserve School’s mission, the literature search, and the program research. 

The set of recommendations developed by this project are based on information gathered 

in the interview with Cathy Palmer, Director of Outdoor Programs, the program reviews 

of High Mountain Institute, Colorado Rocky Mountain School, Chewonki, and The 

Outdoor Academy, and the literature review.    The needs and mission of Conserve 

School were heavily weighted in the development of recommendations.   

Recommendations 

Goals of the Solo Program 

• Nature observation and an increased feeling of connection with the natural world 

• A time and opportunity for reflection 

Pre Solo 

• Students will participate in a mini solo experience (two hours) prior to the 

overnight solo 
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Safety 

• Check in system-a nonvisual check in, mailbox or flag system, by instructors, in 

addition to system of whistles held by individual students to signal in case of 

emergency 

• Students are placed in close proximity, within earshot of whistles between each 

other and the instructor base camp 

Logistics 

• Solos will begin with a briefing and end with a debrief session 

• Student Solos all occur simultaneously 

• All solos will be stationary solos 

• Students spend at least one night solo 

• Students will be given a journal with writing prompts and encouraged to use it 

Sub-Problem 5: The fifth sub-problem is to produce the final set of recommendations 

for use in the Conserve School Solo Camping Experience Program.   

The final set of recommendations for use at Conserve School has been incorporated into a 

useable framework, a Solo Guide.  The Staff Solo Guide is available in Appendix B and the 

Student Solo Guide is available in Appendix C.  The framework includes the recommendations 

from this project as well as components of the existing framework for the Conserve School Solo 

Camping Experience.  The framework details the intentions of activities as well as a timeline of 

how they should unfold. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Sub-Problem 1: The first sub-problem is to research the mission and goals of Conserve 

School as well as the Outdoor Program within and develop an understanding of how the 

solo experience portion of the outdoor trip program contributes to accomplishing those 

goals. 

Conclusions: Through this research an understanding of the Conserve School has been 

achieved.   The Conserve School Solo Camping Experience positively contributes to 

students achieving the goals of the school.  The further development of the Conserve 

School Solo Camping Experience will contribute to the success of the school.    

Recommendations: The Conserve School Solo Camping Experience fits well into the 

established Conserve School Semester Program’s mission and should be viewed as an 

important aspect of the Conserve School Program, worthy of further development and 

evaluation.   

Sub-Problem 2: The second sub-problem is to research and interview other outdoor trip 

programs that incorporate solo experiences to determine commonalities and create a 

knowledge base to build the Conserve program up from. 

Conclusion: The institutions interviewed were very willing to share the insight, rationale, 

and logistical framework behind the solo experience they offer.    The results of program 

reviews showed that many institutions successfully facilitate solo experience that are 

positive for students and contribute to achieving the goals of the institution.   
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Recommendation:  Conserve School should implement the commonalities found among 

successful solo experiences offered at similar institutions to move the development of the 

Conserve School Solo Camping Experience in the right direction. 

Sub-Problem 3: The third sub-problem is to complete a literature search to gather 

additional recommendations. 

Conclusion: There is an abundance of scholarly information regarding solo experiences 

available.  Available article topics range from the value of solos to framework 

development.     

Recommendations:  Conserve School Faculty involved in the further development of the 

Conserve School Solo Camping Experience should become familiar with the research 

and current information available regarding solo experiences. Below is a list of suggested 

reading.   

Recommended Book: 

Knapp, C., & Smith, T. (2005). Exploring the Power of Solo, Silence, and Solitude. Boulder: 
Association of Experiential Education. 

This book is a guide for solo facilitators.  Chapters include: 

• Chapter 1 Going Outside to Go Inside: Frameworks for the Solo Experience 

• Chapter 2 The Mountains Can’t Speak for Themselves: Briefing and Debriefing 

the Solo Experience 

• Chapter 4 Growing and Deepening the Solo Experience with a Creative 

Reflective Journal 

• Chapter 7 The Life Significance of a Wilderness Solo Experience 

• Chapter 9 Coming Home: Adolescents and the Nature-Based Solo 
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The Journal of Experiential Education  

• Bobilya, A., Kalisch, K., & McAvoy, L. (2005). An Investigation of the Role of the 
Instructor in the Solo Experience. The Journal of Experiential Education, 318-321. 

• Holman, T., & McAvory, L. (2005). Transferring Benefits of Participation in an 
Integrated Wilderness Adventure Program to Daily Life. The Journal of Experiential 
Education, 322-325. 

• Hubbs, D., & Brand, C. (2005). The paper Mirror: Understanding Reflective Journaling. 

The Journal of Experiential Education, 60-71.  

• Sibthorp, J., Paisley, K., Gookin, J., & Furman, N (2008). The Pedagogic Value of 

Student Autonomy in Adventure Education. The Journal of Experiential Education, 136-

151. 

 

Other Recommended Articles 

• Bobilya, A., Kalisch, K., Daniel, B., & Lindley. B (2008). Benefits and Strategies for 

Facilitating Solitary Reflection on W.E.A. Courses. National Conference on Outdoor 

Leadership, 36-41. 

• Bobilya, A., Kalisch, K., Daniel, B., & Lindley. B (2008). Lessons from the Outward 

Bound Solo: Intended Transfer of Learning. National Conference on Outdoor Leadership, 

42-44. 

 

Sub-Problem 4 & 5: The fourth sub-problem is to develop a set of recommendations for 

the further development of the Conserve School Solo Camping Experience based on 

Conserve School’s mission, the literature search, and the program research. The fifth sub-

problem is to produce the final set of recommendations for use in the Conserve School 

Solo Camping Experience Program.   

Conclusions: An organized guide for the Solo Camping Experience will help Conserve 

School leadership further develop the Solo Camping Experience.  There are many 
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commonalities shared among residential institutions that provide solo experiences.  

Between the commonalities found in program reviews and suggestions discovered 

through literature research there is a lot of support for further developing the Conserve 

School Solo Camping Experience.  To make the recommendations compiled by this 

project accessible and directly useable for Conserve School they were incorporated into a 

Solo Guide that includes the current framework of the solo camping experience at 

Conserve and the recommendations synthesized by this project. 

Recommendations: The Solo Experience should be organized using two Solo Guides, one 

for use by solo facilitators and one for students.  The Staff Solo Guide includes the goals 

and framework of the Solo Camping Experience including briefing and debriefing 

detailed outlines, rationale behind framework elements, schedules, and logistics.  The 

Student Solo Guide includes the intentions of the solo experience, personal gear lists, 

schedule for pre and post solo activities, and expectations.  The Staff Solo Guide is 

available in Appendix B and the Student Solo Guide is available in Appendix C. 
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Chewonki 

Interview with Outdoor Program Coordinator Ben Redman 

What are the goals of your outdoor/adventure program? 

Our program is not as outdoor focused as some programs like Colorado Rocky Mountain School.  

We do a five day wilderness trip.  The goal of that trip is really two faceted.  The first is just 

getting the kids out.  Some of the students are from big cities like New York and have never been 

out in a wilderness setting.  So it gives them that opportunity.  The second part is to do a bit of 

social engineering.  By the time we go on the trip the kids have had three weeks to begin forming 

their affinity groups.  The trip forces them to spend time with other students and through that 

brings the community closer upon return from the trip.   The other part of the outdoor program is 

tied more to the academic part of the program.  Every student takes the Natural History class, 

which consists of a few classroom hours a week and a four hour field trip each week.  The field 

trips explore different forests and intertidal zones.  The focus is observing nature, species ID, and 

understanding the natural world.  Also students do a phenology project where they pick a place 

on campus to observe.  They go off and sit in that spot 1 hour per week noting what’s going on in 

that space but also reacting to that space and reflecting.  And then of course the solo reflection 

time fits into the outdoor program. 

How do solos fit into your overarching outdoor program goals? 

Again like with the phenology sit our solos are sitting solos.  Students are placed in a spot along 

the coast about 100 yards from each other and spend two full days there.  It gives them the time to 

sit and watch the tides and we say if you sit still long enough the forest will begin to ignore you, 

meaning everything goes back to its normal routine.  Unlike when you are hiking or something 

you make so much noise that everything is literally running from you.  Nature observation is 
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really important.  The kids are given basic equipment to make a shelter; 2 tarps, and a rope to tie 

between two trees.   The solo time really provides an opportunity for reflection also.  For many 

kids this is the first time they have had a long period of time to be alone.  We put a heavy focus 

on self-reflection.  The solo falls about ¾ of the way thru the semester, which is a great time to 

get the kids thinking about their role in the semester, what they hope to get out of the semester, 

what they are trying to get out of this experience.  We don’t give them assignments, nothing is 

collected afterwards.  We have found that so many students are so grade driven that they spend 

the majority of their time thinking about how to get an A and do that.  

Describe the logistics of the solo experience your program offers: length, activities and 

initiatives the students are sent out with, check in procedure, rules and guidelines for 

students while they are out… 

We use the weekly meeting, which all students and staff attend, before we go out to ask the 

students about their previous solo experience and to point out the expectations we have for them.  

Our expectations are that it is time for them to spend alone, and use it as a time for self-reflection 

to think about their place in the world and this community.  We then have them talk about what 

they hope to get out of it.  We try to keep the expectations low.  Some programs speak more 

about vision quests and epiphanies.  One semester I talked about Native American culture and 

vision quest, but I have found that in a way you are setting the kids up for failure by building the 

expectations up like that because they get the feeling that they are supposed to have some kind of 

epiphany, which most don’t.  It is unlikely for them to experience any kind of epiphany in such a 

short time and being that they are teenagers. 

As far as equipment goes they are given a shelter, as I mentioned earlier, sleeping bag, sleeping 

pad, dry bag, food, and water.  On the do not bring list includes electronics, knifes, matches or 

any kind of fire starters.  We really want them to be fundamentally inwardly focused.  Some of 
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the faculty disagrees about whether to let the kids bring books or not.  We don’t want them to just 

pass the time. I feel that if a student wants to bring Into the Wild or a passage by Thoreau it is ok 

because those readings will help guide their reflection about their place and connection to the 

land around them.  Many times adolescents need a prompt to bring about introspection.  But on 

the other hand if they want to bring Harry Potter that is counterproductive to self-reflection 

because it is used as a way to take your mind away from where you are.     

Around 3 or 4pm on Friday the students gather and are led by their faculty advisor out to their 

small area.  As far as check ins go, when their advisor shows them their area they also show them 

the check in system, which consists of a designated tree and some flagging.  The student ties the 

flagging high and then the faculty member on duty that weekend comes by to check and ties it 

low.  We do check ins Saturday morning at 9 or 10am and again Saturday evening before the sun 

goes down.  On Sunday we don’t do check ins necessarily the students just come in by 4pm.  If 

they don’t show up by 4pm then we go out and check on them and make sure they are packing up 

and heading in.  As an emergency system each student wears a whistle around their neck at all 

times.  If they need help they blow the whistle three short blasts.  If another student hears it they 

reply with one blast.  The students are told to respond to the SOS of another student if they hear 

it.  One student would then stay with the distressed student and one or two others would head 

back to campus to find the person on duty for the weekend, but we have never had an emergency 

like that.  In my five years working here we have had a couple students just walk back to campus 

because they were scared or not feeling good but no emergency situations.   One of the situations 

we do run into is bad weather.  We have had to pull the students in because of high wind more 

than a couple times.  We have a cut off like persisting winds above 30mph is what I believe it is.  

At that point we ride through the area with air horns that signal the students to pack up and head 

in.     

29 
 



The students that are farthest from campus are about ½ mile out on the peninsula.  We engineer 

the student placement so the students we foresee to have the most anxiety or potential problems 

are the closest to campus. 

Most of the students return to campus by brunch on Sunday, very few stay out until 4pm.  We 

really don’t do much for a debrief on Sunday.  Mostly because most of the staff is at home, so it 

really falls on whoever is on duty that weekend to facilitate something.  Usually it consists of 

students sharing one thing that was most significant for them during the experience with the 

whole group in a circle gathering.    In the week following the solo advisors meet with their 3 or 4 

advisees on a one on one basis to talk further about their solo experience.  They ask the students 

about the experience. Some faculty are more comfortable with debriefing and get to talking more 

about deeper meaning or their experiences and such where others don’t.    Over the course of the 

week I also try to initiate conversation at meals about how they felt their solos went, whether they 

felt they were worthwhile, what they got out of them, etc.    

Our program is very dynamic.  We change things every semester.  The experience can be very 

different from one semester to the next. 

 

What is the goal of solos? Why are solos an important part of your outdoor program? 

Time alone and away from the group.  For many of them the only time they ever spend alone is 

when they are sleeping.   Students have a fear of boredom.  Dealing with what your mind is 

kicking around once you get past the “I’m bored” is the goal.  

The solos reinforce the importance of being observant about the world we live in that is taught in 

the Natural History class.  The students are taught in class that the tides come in and go out on a 
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six hour cycle but for them to sit and actually watch the tide come up inch by inch gives them a 

connection to nature. 

This time also gives them a time to be independent and have to take care of themselves.  Self –

regulating for changes in weather to keep themselves warm and dry.  They take Wilderness First 

Aid during the semester so that also empowers them a bit to think and care for themselves.    

The last big component of solos is the time for the kids to reflect and look forward.  Think about 

what they got out of this experience so far, what are they going to take forward.   

The students seem to get what they need out of the solos.  Those students that are really wrestling 

with a lot on their mind use the time to reflect deeply.  Some that are scared of being alone but 

overcome it finish with more self-confidence and those that just chose to sleep the whole 

time….they most likely really needed to catch up on sleep, so that is good they get that sleep. 

How do you evaluate students post solo to determine whether the goals have been met? 

I talked some about the evaluation process when we were talking about the logistics and layout of 

our solos.   Our evaluation is pretty informal.   We do a whole group gathering before dinner 

where students can share their experience with the group if they want to and then there are the 

advisor advisee meetings sometime in the week after the solo time.  Information that advisors feel 

is valuable filters back to me.  Most of the feedback is positive, but that could be bias because of 

such an informal process.  The negative feedback I hear most often circles around students being 

disappointed due to built up expectations of an epiphany that they didn’t experience. 

Is there anything more you would like to share or do you feel that from what we have 

discussed I have a good picture of the solo experience offered at Chewonki? 

I feel solos are very valuable.  It ends up being whatever you really need it to be, where your 

mind needs to go it will take you.  Seeing it as a framework (sitting in one spot, whistles, 
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checkins) we are creating for them, the framework may support or hinder the reflection 

experience but it may set them up to be able to do a solo on their own later on when they feel they 

need it.  They can take this experience that they had and apply it to another experience.   I have 

done several solos.  Sometimes I have planned on a trip being solo and sometimes friends just 

bailed at the last minute and I went anyways.  Some of the spur of the moment solos I gained 

more insight and was able to reflect deeper then on many of the planned solos.  You can’t always 

plan introspection.  The solo finds you instead. 
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Colorado Rocky Mountain School 

Interview with Outdoor Program Coordinator Darryll Fuller 

What are the goals of your outdoor/adventure program? 

Our program is very co curriculum.  On one side is the college prep academics and on the other is 

this idea of outdoor education and adventure.  From the beginning our founder was very focused 

on providing outdoor adventure.  Our more specific goals are to challenge each student to reach 

their maximum potential, to help each student discover a connect with the natural world and help 

that connection grow, and to enhance personal spiritual growth. 

How do solos fit into your overarching outdoor program goals? 

95% of the solo experiences offered at CRMS are through the 10 day orientation program.  Every 

new student attends orientation whether they are an incoming freshman or a senior transfer 

student.  The orientation is a 10 day backpacking service trip, the service part is mostly trail work, 

and solos.  During this trip we cover a lot of information.  Everything from camp craft and self 

care to school values and community conduct.  Included is also many reflective activities.  Solos 

give students the opportunity to reflect on changes in their lives, what they have done and heard 

so far, and to give them an opportunity to really tune in what is going on personally and in the 

environment around them.  In such a busy week and a half the solos are usually in the last 1/3 of 

the trip and they give the students a break from the busy orientation.   

Describe the logistics of the solo experience your program offers: length, activities and 

initiatives the students are sent out with, check in procedure, rules and guidelines for 

students while they are out… 
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The trip planning is somewhat subjective.  The trip leaders are given a lot of autonomy to 

determine the trip itinerary.  Sometimes the solos are from after dinner one night and end the next 

morning at breakfast and sometimes they go from breakfast one day to dinner the next day.  It can 

depend on how fast the group is hiking, if they have a lot of extra time vs feeling rushed to just 

get their miles knocked off each day.  Some students really look forward to solos.  Sometimes the 

group has a lot of conflict and the leaders feel they need more time to reflect.  It is up to the 

leaders to read the personality of their group. 

Before the students go on their solos they get instructions on whistles and check ins.  The whistles 

are only for emergency use.  If they are camping in a line up a ravine away from base camp they 

can help relay a whistle call by whistling.  The check in system is a mailbox system.  They hang a 

helmet 50-100 ft away from their camp and then place a note in it saying “I am ok” and then the 

leader comes by takes and replaces their note with a different note.  If there is no new note when 

the leader comes by they will go in and check on the student.  We have a policy that students 

have to be checked in at least every 12 hours.  Beyond that it is the leader’s discretion to make 

decisions on whether students in their particular group need closer supervision or not.  The 

students are told to stay within 50 ft of their site.  In addition to the safety and ground rules we 

facilitate a talk about why we do solos to try and get the students to buy into the idea.  If you 

don’t get buy in you’re more likely to get students that will either get bored and sleep or sing and 

laugh and shoot flashlight light sabers into the trees at night robbing the experience for other 

students.  

The students are taken to their solo location by a leader in silence.  If they do need to talk it is in 

very quiet voices.  The leader makes sure the student is oriented and can point in the direction of 

base camp in case there is an emergency.  Students are given a whistle and are all placed within 

whistle shot of the base camp, or each other if placed in a line up a ravine.    
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As far as activities for the students during their solos it depends on the leader.  We have done all 

kinds of different things.  Having them write letters to themselves that they seal up and leave with 

us and then we mail them back to the student 6 months later.  We encourage a lot of journaling 

and self-reflection.  We sometimes give them journal prompts to help them with self-reflection. 

Sometimes students will do journaling about nature observations and just the world around them.  

Another thing we have done is have them draw a name and that person a gift during their solo.  It 

is usually material things like grass weaving, a cool rock, and sometimes it is a poem or a picture 

and then they offer it to that person at the conclusion of solos.  It is just to get them thinking about 

the other people on their trip.   We discourage them from bringing things like watches and books.  

Some students chose to fast during their solo but we don’t encourage it because it makes it harder 

for them to reflect because they are constantly thinking about food. 

When the students return from their solos the leaders facilitate a reflective environment for 

students to share their experience with other people in the group.  

What is the goal of solos? Why are solos an important part of your outdoor program? 

The goal is to provide students an opportunity for guided reflection.  Students rarely have time to 

sit and reflect without distraction.   Solos give students time to appreciate what is going on in life 

and appreciate the time they have to spend in the outdoors.  Solos help students realize they have 

gained competence in the outdoors and the whole experience helps boost their confidence in 

themselves.  The goal really is to help students become skillful participants in and stewards of the 

outdoors and help them understand the value of wilderness. 

How do you evaluate students post solo to determine whether the goals have been met? 

For each component of the CRMS program we have a continuum evaluation system of 20 

questions and written evaluations.  There is one for the outdoor program that includes questions 

relating to the solos.  The written evaluation is where comments show up directly about their solo 
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experience usually if the particular students had a really great experience or if they really disliked 

the experience. 

At the end of each outdoor trip, one of the leaders also does one on one interviews with each 

student.  This gives the student an opportunity to talk about what went well, what didn’t, what 

they think they improved over the course of the trip or still could improve.  The first part is 

basically asking the student to do a self-evaluation of their experience.  The second part of the 

interview the leader shares their evaluation of the student.  

Is there anything more you would like to share or do you feel that from what we have 

discussed I have a good picture of the solo experience offered at Colorado Rocky Mountain 

School? 

I think so and I actually have to get to a meeting. I am about out of time. 
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High Mountain Institute  

Interview with Wilderness Program Coordinator Justin Talbot 

What are the goals of your outdoor/adventure program? 

Connect students to the natural world and other students.  Also important in forming connections 

between students and teachers that they spend so much time in the wilderness and in class with. 

How do solos fit into your overarching outdoor program goals? 

Culminating reflective experience. Unique to the HMI experience is that the solos are done right 

before they leave and it is the time that students write their final circle speech.  The Final Circle is 

a ceremony when each student presents a 5-10 minute speech about what they have learned while 

at HMI.   

Describe the logistics of the solo experience your program offers: length, activities and 

initiatives the students are sent out with, check in procedure, rules and guidelines for 

students while they are out… 

Depending on the weather; Fall the solo is a one day no overnight experience and in the spring 

the solo is an overnight.   There are two briefings before they go out on solos.  The first one is 

about the final speech.  Letting students know what it is to write their final speech.  What to write, 

what not to write.  The second briefing is about logistics; what to bring, staying warm and dry, 

and how to do the stake check ins.  We take the students down a dirt road, usually a forest service 

road and every 100 yards a student puts their stake in the ground and then walks into the woods 

100 yards or so, just out of site of the road.  We alternate which side of the road they go off of so 

the students are separated by at least 200 yards or so.  They are given a tarp, sleeping bag, food, 

water, and writing supplies.  They aren’t allowed to have stoves or fires.  The students must stay 
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within 50 feet or so of their tarp shelter.  Check ins consist of a tent stake that is staked into the 

ground on the side of the road where the student walked in from.  The student tips it over and 

then when the instructor comes by to check they stake it back into the ground.  Instructors check 

three times throughout the day.  If the stake is still standing when they come by they go check on 

the student.  All 42 students do their solos at the same time.   After the solos everyone goes to 

dinner.  The next day they do the Final Circle Ceremony 

What is the goal of solos? Why are solos an important part of your outdoor program? 

Giving students a chance to reflect on the experience because it is a very busy semester program 

with trips and school and all.  Giving them a chance to be by themselves and think about what 

they have learned and experienced.  It also gives them a final time to connect with the natural 

world. Look at the trees, feel the wind… 

How do you evaluate students post solo to determine whether the goals have been met? 

We really don’t do an evaluation.  The students meet with their advisors the day after solos to go 

over what they wrote for their Final Circle speech.  In a way the Final Circle is kind of an 

evaluation, but we don’t do anything formal like a survey or anything. 

Is there anything more you would like to share or do you feel that from what we have 

discussed I have a good picture of the solo experience offered at HMI? 

We don’t have much written down on paper.  We do have a briefing sheet that is given to the 

students that I could email you if that would be any help. 
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SOLO Schedule RMS 25 
 
Sunday the 12th 
What to bring announcement at dinner- Also posted on white board w/issue times 
 
Student Solo Gear: 
*Schedule* 
*Watch* 
*Full Water Bottles (2+)* 
*Bag Lunch* 
Stake with flagging tied through hole (get at Solo Issue) 
Solo tarp (get at Solo Issue) 
Ground cloth 
Neos (get at Solo Issue) 
Sleeping Bag 
Sleeping Pad 
Warm Clothes 
Headlamp 
Sunscreen 
Hand sanitizer 
Paper and writing utensil for full circle 
 
Monday the 13th 
Students issue and get briefed for solo- Cabin 1 2:00, Cabin 2 2:30, Cabin 3 3:00, Cabin 
4 3:30  
Key briefing topics-  Spacing out of site  
   Known locations- distance from tarp 50ft, straight line to road 
   No swimming or going in water, or on ice 
   Violations of known locations will result suspension on transcript 

Staying warm and dry- neos, extra socks, etc. 
How to poop in the snow 
Sticks for deadmen 
Sunscreen 
Emergency procedures- Come find faculty at Solo Base/ yell for 
help 
Students return to Solo Base 6:35-6:45pm 
Check-in/ stake system 

Tuesday the 14th 
7:30- Breakfast and Lunch packing 
8:30- Load Vans 

1. Students- Put stake up by Noon 
2. Faculty- Knock down stake12:30pm   
3. Students- Put stake up by 3:00pm 
4. Faculty- 3:30pm knock down stake 
5. Students return to vans no earlier than 6:35pm no later 
than 6:45pm 
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7:00-Dinner 
 
 
On duty schedule: 
FOD on Campus: Audrey 486 8200 
EC (available for emergencies): Molly cell 970 376-3728 home 719 486-2307 
 
8:00-11:00am    Justin, Carrie, Corey and Clare 
11:00-3:00pm    Carrie, Anna and Marc 
3:00-7:00pm      Justin, Eliza and Avery 
 
Knock down stake as noted on the above schedule, ski the road periodically 
 
Gear for Van (or at Solo Base): 
EC Cell 
First Aid Kit 
Permit 
Schedule 
Map of students 
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The Outdoor Academy 

Interview with Wilderness Program Coordinator Nate Sutton  

What are the goals of your outdoor/adventure program? 

For students to feel self-sufficient in the outdoors. 

How do solos fit into your overarching outdoor program goals? 

The students do a nine day trek for learning outdoor skills and then the solos function as the 

capstone of the outdoor program.  The solos really function as a capstone for the end of the 

semester. 

Describe the logistics of the solo experience your program offers: length, activities and 

initiatives the students are sent out with, check in procedure, rules and guidelines for 

students while they are out… 

The solos are done during the last couple days of the semester. 

After breakfast students attend a roughly 45 min ceremony that frames the experience.  During 

the ceremony instructors talk about experience logistics, help students mentally prepare for the 

solo, and share instructor expectations of students during the experience.  After the ceremony 

students are shown to their solo campsite and stay there until the next day after breakfast.  All 

sites are within the borders of the Outdoor Academies’ 188 acres.  For every group of six students 

there is an instructor camping in the area that also stays overnight and does check ins every two 

hours.  The check ins consist of a bandana tied to a tree.  When the instructor comes by they tie 

the bandana up high and then the student comes and ties the bandana back down low.  If the 

instructor comes by and the bandana is still up high they enter the site and check on the student.   

Guidelines for the students include: staying within their site (20 foot radius of the site), limited in 
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what they can bring tarp, food, water, clothing, journal, the goal is to not have them bring 

anything that will simply pass the time like books. It is not mandatory that students journal it is 

just an activity that is encouraged by instructors.  On the morning of the second day students 

come together in their instructor groups, 6 students and the one instructor that did the check ins 

for that group during the solo, and debrief the experience verbally.  After the field debrief all the 

groups come together in the middle of campus for a ceremony to debrief as a whole group and 

close the solo experience.    

 

What is the goal of solos? Why are solos an important part of your outdoor program? 

The goal of solos is to help students feel comfortable by themselves in the woods and realize 

there is nothing fundamentally scary about being alone in the woods.   Solos are more than 

anything useful as a semester closing tool.  A time for reflection and closure of the semester.  A 

time to disengage from the busyness of the semester to think and reflect.  

 

How do you evaluate students post solo to determine whether the goals have been met? 

Students spend a lot of time debriefing.  At OA we love ceremonies.  The students have a time to 

share their feelings about their solo and how things went in the field verbally with their instructor 

group and then again in the whole group ceremony following the instructor group debrief.  There 

are also a lot of surveys the students fill out on the different components of the OA Semester in 

those last few days.  The solo experience is included within the Outdoor Program Survey.  So 

they do have an opportunity to write feedback and opinions about the solo experience there. 

Is there anything more you would like to share or do you feel that from what we have 

discussed I have a good picture of the solo experience offered at Outdoor Academy? 
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It depends on the discretion of the group leader but often there is a solo experience offered within 

the nine day trek students go on in the middle of the semester.  This solo is usually more like 

three hours, not an overnight. 
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Goals of Solos 
Nature Observation and Connectedness 
Reflection on self, program experience, and community 
Outdoor Living Skills Confidence and Competence 

All the programs reviewed stated reflection as the main purpose of the solo experience offered.  75% of the 
programs reviewed stated nature connectedness/observation as a main purpose of the solo experience 
offered.    The literature review completed supports the effectiveness of using solos to reach the two above 
stated goals.  Outdoor Living Skills Confidence and Competence is stated as a goal based on my 
understanding of the goals and mission of Conserve School. 

Date of Solos 
My recommendation is to do solos in the last third of the semester.   If solos were done at the end of the 
each semester that would mean the Fall semester would have a winter solo.  The solo guide I have written 
is for use in the Spring Semester. Below I have made recommendations on how to alter the framework I 
have laid out in this Solo Guide to fit the Winter Solo. 

Fall semester 

I would recommend following the same framework of briefings and debriefings, except the student solo 
portion of the experience I have laid out below will be a one day, morning to evening, instead of an 
overnight.  The one day solo will still be followed by an overnight and debrief in the instructors base camp. 

 Students do a 3 hour mini solo experience a week and a half before the solo experience. 
 Day one of the solo experience - students are placed at their solo site in the morning with 

materials for a tarp shelter and the proper supplies to stay warm and dry for the day. (fire 
building materials, food to cook, water, sleeping bag and pad, extra clothing) 

 An hour before darkness falls students are picked up by the instructor and led back to the 
instructors site to set up tents, prepare dinner, and debrief. 

 Day two of the solo experience - students return to campus at 11:00am for the whole community 
debrief, brunch, and gear return. 

Instructor/Student Groups 
Students will be split into small groups, 6-8 students, and assigned to an instructor.  That instructor will be 
in charge of this group of students for the entire solo experience weekend.  Each Instructor/student groups 
will be assigned an area of campus which will include a centrally located instructor base camp and solo 
sites for each of the students. The instructor will camp out at the instructor base campsite during the solo 
experience and be responsible for the non visual check ins for their group of student throughout the solo 
experience. 
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Sunset Reflection-Mini Solo 
The mini solo should be 1-3 hours.  It should be done one-two weeks before the overnight solo 
experience.  It should not be done in the same week as the overnight solo.    

After dinner students will meet in the gathering space and walk together down to the shore of Big 
Donahue.   Students will be spaced along the East shore of the lake. Ask them to write a letter to 
themselves about their experience at Conserve School.  Things they have learned and don’t want 
to forget about living in community, connecting with nature, and in general about their experience 
at Conserve School, feelings they are having in this moment, things about themselves that have 
changed over the course of the semester, etc.  They will remain at their spot until the sun drops 
below the horizon.  After the sun has set students will return to the boat landing area and join the 
group in a Circle Debrief.  

Circle Debrief- 

• Students sit in a circle around candle luminaries.   
o  Talk in calm quiet voices to keep the environment calm and thoughtful.  
o  Emphasis a pause between thoughts shared.   

 Try and prevent the group from circling around faster and faster like a 
runaway train.   

 Ask your group for their thoughts on why there is often a rush to speak 
quickly and pass the object.   Most likely the reason is fear of judgments 
based on their thought shared.  They want to get the focus off of 
themselves as quickly as they can and on to the next person.   

 Ask them how we can prevent these feelings of anxiety when sharing 
personal thoughts, feelings, and experiences. 

o Pass a basket.   
o Place their sealed letter in the basket and share with the group one thought or 

feeling from their sunset reflection.  Share a thought about your experience at 
Conserve School with the group that you spent time reflecting on.   

 Examples: something you want to take away from your experience at 
Conserve, something that you don’t want to forget, words of appreciation 
for someone in the community you want to share, something you have 
learned here that you feel will be significant in your life once you leave 
Conserve. 

o End the sharing with:  “Experiences forgotten are lessons unlearned” or 
something of that nature 

Importance of this activity-The research I have reviewed states that students, especially adolescents and 
younger, need practice reflecting to feel comfortable.  The more experience they have prior to their 
overnight solo the more successful they will be at journaling and introspection when given the opportunity 
on their solo overnight camping experience. 
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Framework for the Overnight Solo Camping 
Experience 

Solo Introduction 
Challenge by choice activity-opportunity not an obligation; everyone will be camping out this 
weekend but you are not obligated to camp in solitude. If you are feeling apprehensive about 
being completely by yourself overnight you have the option of camping on the parameter of the 
instructor’s base campsite.   If you chose to stay at base camp there will be no verbal 
communication only visual with the instructor during the time that others are participating in the 
overnight solo. 

Solo Itinerary 

• Thursday night check out gear 
• Friday morning come to breakfast with your backpack packed 
• Solo until Saturday afternoon-you are not allowed to leave your site 
• Saturday afternoon your instructor will come around and verbally check in with you, 

opportunity to talk about your experience.  
• The group will come together at the instructor’s site for dinner and a group campout. 
• Sunday morning return to campus for brunch, gear return will follow. 

Safety 

• Check in system for three times daily checks.  Possible verbal check in with the instructor 
at those times if you are feeling uneasy. 

• Whistle system to alert others of an emergency/required assistance 
• Fear of animals/wilderness-put worries to rest 

Intentions with the solo experience 

• Gives you a time to rest and take a break from the busyness, structured schedule, and 
constant social environment of school and community living. 

• Opportunity to reflect on your experience at Conserve School thus far. 
o What you have learned here 
o What you want to leave here knowing 
o Think about how you contribute to the community 

• Observe and connect with nature 
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The programs I reviewed didn’t give students an option of whether to do the solo or not.  However the 
literature review revealed that anxieties are lower and student’s self-reflection is more successful if they 
choose and are not obligated to participate in solos. 

The solo check in system was something that was a part of every solo experience of the programs I 
reviewed. 

The research says it is important to be open and informative towards solo participants about the intentions 
of solos, but at the same time keeping expectations low to prevent possible disappointment. 
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Day One of the Solo 

Students will come to breakfast with their packs.  After breakfast students will leave for their solo 
site with their solo instructor.  The whole group will go to the solo instructor’s camp site (base 
camp) and do a solo briefing before leading students to their solo sites.   

Circle briefing-Expectations 

• What we expect of you 
o Stay in your site-This is for your own safety.  We are not doing visual checks.  If 

you got lost or wandered off and got hurt it would be a long time before we came 
looking for you. 

o Check ins 
Bandana Tree System-Student ties the bandana up high.  The instructor comes by and 
moves and ties the bandana down low.  If the bandana is tied low when the instructor 
comes by to check they will proceed with a verbal check in with the student. 
o Friday between 1pm-4pm move bandanas low 
o Friday after dark  
o Saturday noon 
o Saturday afternoon verbal check in/pack up 
Whistle System-Each student will carry a whistle around their neck.  If they need 
assistance in an emergency they use three short blasts of their whistle.  Anyone that 
hears the whistle (students or staff) responds with one blast of a whistle, calls the 
Instructor via cell phone and then goes to the site they heard the SOS coming from.  
If you signal an SOS, three short blasts, and hear no response repeat was gaps of 
silence to listen for reply. 

 
o Be respectful of the solo experience of others 

 Don’t wander into their site 
 Don’t make loud noises/shine lights into the woods/across the lake-you 

are placed close together for your safety but because of this your sounds 
or lights can easily be heard or seen by others 

o Fire safety 
 Small and under control 
 Keep wood staked away from fire ring so embers can’t start fire to the 

whole pile 
 Do not leave your fire burning at night, put it out completely 

o All the lifesaving rules we hold on campus apply 
 The one that really applies in this season is No swimming  

o Make good decisions 
• What to expect on Saturday 

o Instructor will come by in the afternoon for a verbal check in and initiate packing 
up 
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o The instructor will check in with all participants and then walk back through the 
sites to pick up each student.  We will all return to base camp as one group. 

o You will re set-up your tents while I (instructor) prepare dinner. 
o After dinner we will give you an opportunity to share a story, experience, 

thought, idea from your solo experience with the group.  No obligation. 
• What to expect during your solo 

o Solos are a unique experience for every person.  For some, solos are a time to rest 
and catch up on sleep and that is fine. It is not against the rules to sleep during 
the day.  For some, solos are a time to reflect on life and their place in the world 
and untangle their thoughts.  For some, solos are intimidating and they become 
an opportunity to build self confidence in your independence, outdoor skills, and 
your abilities to overcome challenges.  For some of you, it will be a time to 
observe nature and just enjoy the scenery.    For some of you, it will be 
challenging and for others it will be a time of peace and relaxation.   There is no 
wrong solo experience.   

o Let’s talk for a minute on worries and strategies for coping with them before we 
start our solos.  What are some of the emotions that could make this a negative 
experience? Fear, boredom, loneliness, anxiety.  These feelings are ok.  This is a 
new experience that is very unlike the activities you are asked to do day to day. 
How do you cope with these emotions?     

o You have your journal and I challenge you to try it.  It is not an easy thing for all 
of us to write down our thoughts and feelings.  How many of you look through 
photo albums and come to pictures and think I had completely forgotten that ever 
happened until I saw this picture again?  The clearest memories you keep are the 
ones that you share by telling stories about, or spend time thinking about after the 
fact.   So many experiences disappear from our consciousness over time if we are 
not reminded of them.  Journaling is a way of painting a picture of this 
experience, a way to recall your feelings and experience.  

 

 
 After Circle Briefing 

The whole group walks from site to site.  The group waits on the main trail as you bring the 
student into their site.  Before leaving make sure they are oriented to their map, where they are 
and where the base camp (instructor site) is, know where their check in tree (bandana tree system) 
is and how the check in system as well as the whistle system works.  The students should start 
with their bandana low and move it high once they have their camp set up.  Once all students are 
placed at their sites you can return to base camp. 
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Day Two of the Solo 
Saturday afternoon 

Start rounds at 3:00pm.  Enter the site whistling softly or humming, so as not to sneak up and 
startle the student, ask them briefly about their experience and let them know that they can begin 
packing up the group will be by to pick them up in the next hour or so.  Once you have notified 
all the students start at the first site you notified and welcome the student to rejoin the group.  It is 
important to use soft voices to make the transition from solitude less abrupt.  Ask the group to 
keep their voices low also as they join.  Once you have been to all the sites and all students have 
rejoined the group you can return to the base camp.  At this point, around 5:00pm, have the 
students set up their tents while you stoke the fire and get dinner going.  Every student should set 
up a tent.  Discourage sleep overs even of the same gender.   

 

Circle Debrief 

After dinner and dishes gather around the campfire in a circle and invite students to share 
something about their solo experience.   Emphasize a pause between thoughts shared.  Try and 
prevent the group from circling around faster and faster like a runaway train.  Ask your group for 
their thoughts on why there is often a rush to speak quickly and pass the object.   Most likely the 
reason is fear of judgments based on their thought shared.  They want to get the focus off of 
themselves as quickly as they can and on to the next person.  Ask them how we can prevent these 
feelings of anxiety when sharing personal thoughts, feelings, and experiences. 

First time around the circle share one word that is characteristic of your solo experience 

Second a nature observation 

Third time share a fear that you had about your solo experience 

Fourth time a challenge you overcame during your solo 

Fifth in reflecting on your time at Conserve School, something you want to take away from your 
experience at Conserve that you don’t want to forget 

Sixth something you learned about yourself 

Seventh opportunity to share openly 

Keep passing the object until it goes all the way around the circle without anyone sharing 
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Day Three of the Solo 
Sunday Morning 

Pack up and return to the commons at 11:00am for a whole group debrief followed by brunch and 
gear return 

Community Circle Debrief 

Share the highlight of your solo experience 

Focus on the individual contributions and responsibilities to our community 

After Brunch  

Gear cleaning at the LRC 
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Solo Evaluation 
Monday/Tuesday during Field Instruction 

1. Return gear  
2. Complete surveys 

a. Survey is attached 
b. Give students ample time and an environment free of distractions to complete the 

survey 
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Solo Survey 
Instructions: Take a few minutes to think about your experience and answer the following 
questions.  The process will help you clarify your recent learning.  Your responses will be 
anonymous. 

Please check all the blanks that apply. 

1. How did you feel entering the solo experience? 
          Anxious                  Peaceful                   Excited                Scared                 Other 
If other, describe                                                                                                                                
.   
Please provide specific examples of your state of mind during most of your solo 
experience. 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How would you describe your state of mind during most of your solo? 
          Anxious                Peaceful                Happy              Scared             Bored               
Other 
If other, describe                                                                                                                                
.   
Please provide specific examples of your state of mind during most of your solo 
experience? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What was your favorite part of your solo? 
               Solitude/Absence of Others             Unstructured Time           Wilderness Setting 
               Setting up a Shelter                          Journaling                         Weather            
               Rest/Lack of Activity                       Observing Wildlife           Other      
If other, please describe:                                                                                                                        
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4. What was the most difficult part of your solo? 
               Solitude/Absence of Others             Unstructured Time           Wilderness Setting 
               Setting up a Shelter                           Journaling                        Weather            
               Rest/Lack of Activity                        Observing Wildlife          Other      
If other, please describe:                                                                                                                            
 

 

 

 

5. If you wanted to talk about your solo experience with a friend, how would you describe 
it? 

 

 

 

 

 

6. During your solo you spent your entire time in the natural environment.  Did the 
environment play a role in your experience?  If so, please explain how. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. What are three lessons or outcomes you obtained from your solo experience? 
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8.  How will you apply these lessons or outcomes of your solo to your life? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Is there anything else you would like to add as you reflect on your solo experience?                                     
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

This survey is closely based off of the survey presented in Appendix III page 313 of the following source:  

Knapp, C., & Smith, T. (2005). Exploring the Power of Solo, Silence, and Solitude. Boulder: Association of 
Experiential Education. 
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Appendix C 

Student Solo Guide 
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Student Solo Guide 
Your solo is a time for you to rest and reflect on your experience here at 
Conserve School, as well as to increase your confidence in your abilities to 
use the outdoor skill you have learned here to be independent in the 
outdoors.  The solo experience is different for everyone.  No two 
experiences are the same. 

Date: Solos will be May 17th-19th 
 
Student Solo Gear: 
Backpack 
Full Water Bottles (2+)* 
Food 
Ground cloth 
Tarp/tent 
Matches 
Stove 
Fuel 
Cook Kit 
Eating Utensils 
Sleeping Bag 
Sleeping Pad 
2 sets of Warm Clothes 
Headlamp 
Hand sanitizer 
Paper and writing utensil 
 
Wednesday 7:00pm in the Gathering Space 
Key briefing topics- Spacing- out of site  
     Known locations- distance from tarp 50ft 
     No swimming or going in water, or on ice 
               Violations of known locations will result in 
                                     Staying warm and dry 
                                     Emergency procedures-  
                                     Come find faculty at Solo Base/ whistle for help/cell phone 

 Check-in/ Mailbox system 
Thursday 
4:30-5:30 gear pick up at the LRC 
Friday 
7:30- Breakfast and Lunch packing 
8:30- Meet solo groups in the gathering space and begin solo 

1. Students- Put stake up when camp is set up (by Noon) 
2. Instructor- Knock down stake 12:30pm   
3. Students- Put stake up by 7:00pm (sun is getting low in the sky) 
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4. Instructor- Knock down stake 8:00pm (just before dark) 
5. Student-Put stake up when you wake up-before 11am 

 
Saturday 
Wake up and put your stake up by 11:00am.  Instructors will come around between 3:00-
5:00pm to let you know you can pack up.  At around 6:00pm your instructor will come 
by to pick you up. 
 
 
Saturday Evening  
Set up your tarp/tent at Instructor’s Base Camp.  Eat dinner and catch up with friends.  
We will return as a group Sunday morning. 
 
 
Sunday Morning 
Eat breakfast. Pack up and return to the Commons.  There will be a short group ceremony 
before brunch. 
 
 
Emergency Information: 
If you need help immediately whistle three times and wait for a one whistle response.  If 
you hear no response, repeat.   
Instructors Phone 
 Camp 1: 
 Camp 2: 

Camp 3: 
Camp 4: 

AOD on Campus:  
Floater: 
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