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Course Description 

This class will focus on the use of adventure-based 
activities in therapy with individuals, groups and families. 
Students will be introduced to adventure through 
readings, discussions, guest speakers and experiences.  
This one credit mini-course is designed to provide the 
student with a theoretical, philosophical and experiential 
understanding of adventure and experiential learning 
and its application to therapy.  Course content includes 
the theoretical and philosophical foundations of 
adventure based practice, a discourse on the safe and 
appropriate use of adventure activities with different 
client groups, a demonstration on facilitating adventure 
activities, and use of adventure activities in assessment 
and intervention. 

 Course Text 
The Power of One (2008) by Maurie Lung, Gary 
Stauffer, and Tony Alvarez  

             
 

 

   Course Objectives 
 Demonstrate an understanding of how 

adventure and experiential activities can be 
utilized in therapy with individuals, families, 
groups. 

 Demonstrate an ability to practice within 
ones scope of practice and training     

 Adapt adventure tools for use indoors, 
particularly in small office settings. 

 Illustrate a level of familiarity with adventure 
and experiential therapy of specific relevance 
to the student.  

 Discuss typical ethical concerns related to 
Adventure Therapy. 

 
 



 

 
 

 

 

Day 1 Morning: Theory and Models of Experiential/Adventure practice 

Experiential education theorists believe that in order for learning or behavior change to 
occur the client must be exposed to “direct experience”. As such, experiential education can 
be loosely defined as, “learning by doing with reflection” (King, 1988). The experiential 
education process is an active one that relies heavily on unique learning environments that 
place the learner as close to natural consequences as possible. The presence of these 
natural consequences requires that practitioners utilize a variety of strategies to ensure the 
physical and emotional safety of clients. The physical nature of many adventure activities 
and the clients’ exposure to real-life consequences has allowed practitioners from many 
different theoretical backgrounds to successfully use these activities with a variety of 
populations. 
Topics: 
 Definitions and history of Experiential/Adventure practice, therapy 
 Foundations: Experiential learning cycle, the process of change 
 Kurt Hahn, Outward Bound, Project Adventure, AEE 
 The Experiential Wave; The Therapeutic Wave 

 
Day 1 Afternoon: Demonstrating components of the approach  

Diverse opportunities abound for clients to receive therapy from social work practitioners. 
In this session, we will learn and practice the use of several adventure/experiential tools, 
including the GRABBS tool, the 4-Corners tool, the Adventure Beliefs, the Adventure 
Contract and the Adventure Goal Sheet that will help us determine who has shown up in 
our practice and how we assess and attend to the physical and social context.  

Topics:  
 Assessing Point A   
 Assessing/Addressing the Environment 
 Engaging the client in the process   
 Contracting as a tool  



 

Day 2 Morning: Intentional Actions of the Therapist 

Once we have assessed the client, we take the steps to find the best tool to help guide them 
to their preferred outcomes. The process of matching assessment and outcome with the 
best tools, the implementation of the intervention and the process of guiding the client 
towards lessons are intentional actions taken by the therapist.  

Topics: 
 The outcomes we focus our intervention on 
 The tools we decide upon 
 The rules we choose to create for activities 
 The role we play 
 Guiding through debriefing and other tools 

 

Day 2 Afternoon: Application; Evaluating Point B; Adventure with Special 
Populations; Managing dangling waves   

Who can we use this approach with? And in what setting? How do we know if we've taken 
the client to where they wanted to go in the first place? Is there a method to this process 
approach? Do we have responsibilities to evaluate our work?  

Topics:  
 Applicability to diverse populations  
 Assessing outcomes; Evaluating our work 
 Planning for next steps; Questions 

 

 
 
 
Authors Referenced:  Tony Alvarez, Gary Stauffer, D Maurie Lung, Christian Itin, 
Michael Gass, Lee Gillis, Keith Russell, Kurt Hahn, J. Luckner & R. Nadler, Simon 
Priest, D. Prouty, J. Schoel, P. Radcliff  
Journal Referenced: Journal of Experiential Education    



 

Current Definition:  
 

Field professionals define adventure therapy (AT) as “the prescriptive use of 

adventure experiences provided by mental health professionals, often conducted in 

natural settings that kinesthetically engage clients on cognitive, affective and behavioral 

levels” (Gass, Gillis & Russell, 2012, p. 1). It should be noted that the use of the word 

prescriptive does not mean that adventure therapy is driven by the group leader, but 

rather that “he or she monitor and track sensitively and with conscious awareness, and 

comprehend all of the interactional processes taking place in the group, so that 

appropriate actional response can be made at critical or salient moments” (Lang, 2004, p. 

42). With roots in experiential education, adventure therapy differs from manualized 

social work with groups in a number of ways. These discrepancies include: a shift in the 

group process from facilitator and curriculum-directed to a group-driven process 

(Stanchfield, 2007); a holistic modality that engages the client physically, emotionally, 

cognitively and socially (Gass et al., 2012; Schoel & Maizell, 2002); the use of 

impromptu teachable moments and natural consequences as learning opportunities 

(Tucker, 2009) and the use of group cohesion and mutual aid (Clem, Smith & Richards, 

2012).  

 



2-day SW 790 Mini Course 

Friday  Friday  Saturday  Saturday  
Topics Activities/Handouts Topics Activities/Handouts 

 
9:00   Announcements: 
           Check in: Who is in the room? 
           Focuser: 
 
9:40   What is AT/ET/Action T/ WT 
           
 

Break 
 

10:45    Tasks in Therapy 
              Actions of the Guide 
              Goal Setting 

Lunch 
 
1:00    
       
1:45   The Context/Environment 
 

Break 
 

3:00   Demonstration of the work:  
 
4:45   Wrap up; check out 
 

 
Set-the-contract;  

Mingle 
 
 

Packet 1 
Rubber Band 

 
 
 

Packet 2 
 

 
 
 

Packet 3 
Peck the Alphabet 

Packet 4 
Ultimate Juggle 

 
 

Packet 5 
River Crossing 

Webbing Goal Retrieval 

 
9:00   Check in: Who came back into the room 
and what did you/we come back with 
 
10:00   The Matching Process 
 
 

Break 
 
11:00   More on Matching 
 
 

Lunch 
 

1:00   Application of approach to setting and 
population; Dangling Waves: Resistance, 
Diversity, Transformation, Endings 

 
Break 

 
3:00   More of the same  
 
4:15   Wrap up; check out; Gifting of Kukui 

 
Exercise Impulse 
People to People 

Ricochet ball 
 

Packet 6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Case Study- Kokee El Sch 
Tennis Ball Pyramid 
Reach for the Sky 

 
 
 

Packet 7 
Kukui 

     
 



Additional Resources 

Organizations: 
 UM https://sites.google.com/a/umich.edu/adventure-experiential-based-

practice/home 
 Association for Experiential Education (AEE) www.aee.org 
 Wilderness Therapy (WT) http://obhcouncil.com/symposium/ 
 International Adventure Therapy Council https://internationaladventuretherapy.org 
 Therapeutic Adventure Professional Group http://www.aee.org/tapg 

 
Places to purchase tools: 
 Training Wheels https://www.trainingwheelsgear.com 
 Experiential Tools http://experientialtools.com 
 Webbings https://www.countrybrookdesign.com/webbing-and-

hardware/tubular-nylon-webbing 
 ChiJi cards http://www.chiji.com/shop.php 

 
Additional Resources, Books: 
 
 Norton, CL, Carpenter, C & Pryor, A (2015) Adventure Therapy Around the 

Globe: International Perspectives and Diverse Approaches; Common Ground 
Publishing 

 Gass, M., Gillis, HL, & Russell, K (2012) Adventure Therapy: Theory, Practice 
& Research; Taylor & Francis Publishing 

 Bower, Nancy MacPhee (1998) Adventure Play: Adventure Activities for 
Preschool and Early Elementary Age Children; Project Adventure Inc. and 
Simon & Schuster Custom Publishing 

 Lung, D.M., Stauffer, G.S. & Alvarez, A.G. (2008) Power of One: Using 
adventure and experiential exercises in one-on-one counseling sessions; 
Wood N Barnes Publishing Co, OK.  

 Lung, D.M., Stauffer, G.S., Alvarez, A.G. & Conway, J (2015) Power of Family: 
An Experiential Approach to Family Treatment, Wood N Barnes Pub Co. 

 Alvarez, A. G. & Fitzgerald, E. (2016) Adventure Facilitation Manual, Ypsilanti, 
MI: ACLLC 

 Stanchfield, J (2016) Tips and Tools 2: The Art of Experiential Group 
Facilitation; Wood N Barnes Publishing Co, OK.  

 Alvarez, AG (2015) Adventure Activities Manual. ACLLC Publishing 
 Norton, C (2011) Innovative Interventions in Child and Adolescent Mental 

Health; Routledge Press, NY 
 P2P Activities Manual (2014) A guide to adventure-based work with students 

on the Autism Spectrum. ACLLC Publishing 
 Priest, S., Gass M., & Gillis, L. (2000) The Essential Elements of Facilitation. 

Dubuque, IA: Kendall-Hunt. 
 Schoel, J., & Maizell, R. (2002) Exploring islands of healing: New perspectives 

on adventure based counseling. Beverly, MA: Project Adventure. 
 Luckner, J. L. and Nadler, R. S. (1997) Processing the Adventure Experience:  

Theory and Practice, 2nd Ed...  Dubuque, IA: Kendall-Hunt. 
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