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Joining Team Building and Experiential Learning in
an Orientation Leader Training Program:
The Quest Training Model
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A strong orientation leader training program biends elements of adventure programning
with experiential, process-oviented content instruction. The core of The Quest Training
Madel rests on a strong and intentional team building component fhat initiates and
grounds the entire training, Studens leaders who parsicipate in this pregram experience
many components of forming a leaming community and working team. The student lead-
ers build their ream through (a) an initial ropes course experience; (b) adventare learn-
ing strategies that teach comtent and skitls of student leadership: and {c] the consistenr
and conscientious incorporation of team skitls wiile they function as orientation leaders.
Team building is not an isolated event from which students are expecited fo make their
own teansfer of leaming, but a series of methods and sirategies that are integrated into
every aspect of the raining,

College freshman orientation programs depend on the knowledge, skill, and talent of
a strong student stalf (o facilitate the process of acclimating new students and their par-
ents to the campus community, With this in mind, the Quest Training Model was devel-
oped to build a strong orientation team through effective facilitation, mentorship, advis-
ing, and ambassadorship. This experiential training model integrates a core of team
building and process-oriented instructional strategies which develops the students” inter-
personal skills. The training program focuses on team building, content learning, and
application—all designed to ereate a helistic, experiential student Jeadership develop-
ment experience.

The Quest Training Model was developed by the authors at Radford University. a
comprehensive, public, iberal arts institution with 8,550 students. The university prides
itself on 1ts student-centered, community-based approach 1o teaching and learning. The
summer orientation program, knewn as Quest, orients approximately 1,500 new students
and 2,000 parents during the five day-and-a-half leng programs offered each summer.

QOverview of the Quest Training Model

Three focus areas shape the Quest Training Model: {a) establishment of common

bonds of community wnd teamwork with a focus on ropes coure expenences, (b adven
e Jearning steategies thit teach content and student leadership, and (¢} apphcation ol
tenm skalls duning the onientation experience. The process is not linear but rather devel
ops i Jayers from a core of team busdding and community, The essential content, which
includes topics such as campus resource information, student development theory, and
pew stedent transstion data utilizes the process of building and nurtucing ateam o un
outcome of elfective application of knowledge and skill (see Figure 1)

FIGURE 1

An llusteation of the training model — a team building core, with content as the connes
tion between the team butlding element and the outcomes of the program,
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The Training Core: Builcing the Team Via Ropes Training

Student erientation leaders typically enter the training process with high energy and
even higher expectations. This eagerness creates positive anticipation which is critical
for learning (Caine & Caine, 1991), and the students are ready 1o invest themselves,
physically and psychologically (Astin, 1993). The Quest Training Model capitalizes on
this energy by incorporating experiential learning techniques including challenge ropes
course components.

The ropes course 1s highly engaging and physical in nature, As students look at the
various climbing activities, their responses range from cautious curiosity Lo anxious
anticipation. The focus en individual expectations mirrors their sense of identity of the
early stage of training, with each student eager to perform her or his individual role well.
For the Quest Training Model to be a success, however, student leaders must be both
individually competent and collectively effective. The goal of the ropes course training,
then, is 1o enlist individual energy to mold a team by addressing three important aspects
of team development: () community/team identity; (b) team problem-selving skills; and
{c) a supportive environment for meeting individual challenges.
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Gulding Teawn Identily

“The first full day of the ropes course experience is devoled to cooperalive games,
group problem-solving initiatives and the low ropes course, The activities of the day pro-
vide a chance for students to do the nitial work of community building—getting
acquiinted, beginning to build relatonships with each other, and identifying common
interests and strengths, As the day progresses, students develop comfort with each cther,
and begin 1o erase the previous clique and personal friendship allegiances.

Without group identity and goals, individuals fade from participation in the group’s
tasks, The cooperative games of the early part of the ropes course traning engender
group identity by leveling the playing field. The activities require brainstorming, not
brawn: action, not achievement. It 1s not the gifted athlete who succeeds, but the group
which combines its efforts. The integration of two operating norms, "Full Value
Contract” and "Challenge by Choice,™ developed and articulated by Project Adventure,
Inc. (Henwon, 1996), enhances the community building,

“Full Value Contract” requires group members to commit to behaviors that actively
support the individual, the grovp as a whele, and the learning experience. Student Jeaders
agree to “play hard, play fair, and play safe.” They identify specific behaviors for each
aspect of the contract (see Figure 2). “Challenge by Choice,™ the norm which encour-
ages individuals 1o cheose their levels of challenge, provides a framework for students to
set individual and group goals (see Figure 3),

FIGURE 2

An example of a Full Valee Contract

Play Hard Play Safe Play Fair

Give your best effort Follow safety gurdelines Be hegest

Stay focused Don’t put down or “diss” Follow rules 1o games

HBe on lime Crticize ideas, rol people Ask questicons; dom't judge
Encourape cach other Listen 10 other ideas Help cach ccher stay fecused
Give feadhack Maintan physical safery Glve and revelve foadback
FIGURE 3

Sample of individual and group goals

Group goals and challenges Individual goals and challenges

* Tuke tme to plan before acting » Step back and let others speak first

* Establish a leader « Take time te listen to other's ideas

* One person Lalks al a time * Be encrgetic

« Have fun « Complement and encourage other people
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Promoting Team Problem-Solving

A second goal of the ropes course traming 1s 1o develop wam problem solving skills
The Quest Tramning Model requires student leaders 1o be ready 1o step in and negotinte
the imevitable glitches and bumps of the program, Once orientation begins, the leaders
deal with problems from misarcanged rooms 1o sessions that go overtime and result in
schedule conflicts, They handle some conflicts individually and others collectively. In
cilher case, it is imperative that they think quickly, adjust gracefully, and take action o
resolve problems and move forward.

The problem solving initintives of the ropes course experience, like the cooperative
games, are unconventional, The “Full Value Contract™ and “Challenge by Cholce"
remind the group 1o address the processes ol problem solving. The facilitators challenge
the group 1o consider how it treats its members and balances individual goals with the
group task. Each initiative begins with a bricfing session at which the faciliuator presenty
the challenge. The group then proceeds with the activity, and concludes with a time of
discussion, The focus of this processing session is the identification of behavior thit
ussist (e group and help individuals reach their goals, The processing is also an opportu:
nity 1o look al how actions during the initiative can mirror behaviors in other stressful sit
uations, With the facilitators” guidance, students transfer insights gained at the ropes
course 1o expected behaviors as Student orientation leaders,

Providing Support for individuals

The third aspect of team development is individual challenge. For this, the traiming
wiens to the high ropes course. Constructed inivatives between 20 and 40 feet off the
ground require individuals 10 face a number of challenges, including anxiety aboul
height, trust in the relay system, the ability 1o ask for help, and the importance of giving
encouragement, They face numerous challenges during the training program which push
them 1o strengthen existing skills and develop new ones. The high ropes course facili-
tales this growth as the group builds on the norms of “Full Yalue Contract and
“Challenge by Choice” and processes the experience and learning from cach activity,
This portion, crucial 1o the success of the training, results in positive group-to-individual
transfer or process gain, whereby the solutions and ideas generated through the group
interaction are greater than those generated individually (Johnson & Johnson, 1959 The
ropes course 18 more than a tool for team building in this model; it is a vehicle for leader
ship training.

Teaching Content in Context

Team building and curriculum are too often isolated as separate entities of a traiming
program. The Adventure in the Classrcom Model (Henton, 1996} from which the Quest
Training Model had its roots, embeds continuous and conscientious efforts 1o strengthen
the team with the very content that requires them to form in the first place. Student lead-
ers are expected to leave their training knowledgeable and articulate about numerous
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aspects of campus. They must be familiar with academic pohicies, registration proce-
dures, the campes judicial system, student health services, the various residence halls and
opportunities for student leadership,

Time to thoroughly digest the curriculum is limited. While it might appear expedient
1o teach content via lecture, notes, and formal presentations, such an approach would
hinder the leaming by its exclusion of interpersonal skill development and team growth.
The power of the training rests in the marriage of content and community. Just as the
spokes in a wheel secure the tire to its heb, providing support and strength (e an other-
wise sinewy sleeve of rubber, the content ties the training outcomes 1o its core—the
ean,

The goal of the content portien of the training is twofold—to teach content and to
strengthen the team, which has now evolved into a learning community. The model first
incorperates team learning and teaching strategies, then treats the learning of content as
problem solving initiatives.

Team Learning and Teaching Strategies

Base teams, task 1eams {Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1988) and K-E-L-A, a cogni-
live organizing structure, arc the three primary team leaming and teaching strategies of
the Quest Training Model. K-E-L-A, which stands for “Know, Expect to Learn, Learn,
and Apply,” i1s a structure for promoting self-directed learning and the construction of
knowledge. Before the introduction of a topic or faculty presentation, students take time
10 identify individually what they Know (K) about the topic and what they Expect 10
learn {E). Following the lesson or presentation, students retuen te their charts and reflect
on the session Lo articulate what they have Learned (L) and how they will Apply {A) that
knowledge.

The more individuals experience positive relationships within the learning commu-
nity, the more willing and able they are 1o take the risks necessary for learning and
growth (Henton, 19961, The base team and task 1cam structures strengthen the atmos-
phere of support immated duning the ropes course experience. The five-person base teams
whose purpose 1t s to support, encourage, and provide connection, bring consistency 10
the content-intensive portion of the training. The base team also facilitates connected
learning, which s cnnical for skill development and transfer (Caine & Cane, 1991), On
a daily basis stedents meet in their base teams to handle a variety of support and mainte-
nance tasks. [n these groups, Jeaders give and receive immediate feedback, vital to cogni-
tive and interpersonal learning (Cross, 1976).

Content as Initiative

The skills students employ as they solve inttiatives on the ropes course are the skills
they apply dunng the content portion of their training. This transfer is not an automatic
one for the students. The facilitators “bridge" the events from the ropes course experi-
ence 1o the content intensive portion of the training (Fogarty, 1992), Stedents deal with
tiredness, frustration and miscommunication during the content training just as they had
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dunng the ropes course. The language of problem solving and smitiatives facilitates the
transler Once the student onentation feaders see a long aliernoon of presentntions sy an
itative to solve, they wdentily the concrete steps and supports necessary 1o meel that
challenge. They apply the goal-setting und monitoring strategies eachier incorporated into
Iheir ropes course expenence

Outcomes: Team + Content

The Quest Tratmng Model Tor student orientation leaders, with its focus on leamn
burlding and content learning, is designed 1o effect two primary outcomes regarding
leadership—{acilitation skills and self-managed leadership. This third aspect of the triin
ing model is not an isolated cutcome, but a dehberate extension of the team building und
content learning into these outcomes, The student leaders are not independent agents dur
ing orientation, They operate as a team, solving problems together, providing support (o
cach other, and creating time for self-managed briefing and feedback sessions. With cach
identified outcome, the student orentation Jeaders continue 10 inlegrate their experiences
and learning as team members with their knowledge of the university.

Facilitation Skills

During orientation, leaders facilitate group discussions that focus on many campus
life and academic issues. The incoming students who attend orientation face various anx
ieties, from scheduling and registration 1o worrying about the "fit” of the campus,
Student orientation leaders must demonstrate confidence. exhibit enthusiasm, and pro-
vide a positive first experience as nervous new students search for personal connections,
In doing so, Quest-trained peer leaders help students conquer the challenges of new rela
tionships, new community, and group development. They draw on their earlier experi
ences at the ropes course as they navigate the sometimes choppy waters ol group devel:
opment and enlist each other's support in meeting these challenges. They are able 1o
make the transition from membership of a base team 10 leader of an advising group with
case because of their awareness of the language of group dynamics and the first hand
experience of being a member of a small group.

Self-Managed Leadership

Another outcome of the Quest training is self-managed leadership, Student orienta:
tion leaders step into a new role during the orientation program. No longer self-focused
leam members, these students are now self-directed team leaders. They apply the skills
of feedback, processing and goal-setting learned during the first phase of training to their
current roles as facilitaters, advisors, and ambassadors, They manage their own process-
ing and goal setting sessions. no longer dependent on the direction of the
training facilitators. They are now able to facilitate their own groups and help their peers
with the sometimes unpredictable jssee of group dynamics,
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Conclusion

The purpose of the Quest Training Maodel is 1o initiate incoming freshman students
to the community. However, a significant outcome of the program is the development of
acommunity of student leaders committed 10 each other and w the university, The
Quest Tramning Madel is able to facilitate the growth of this community due to its unique
approach 1o team building and experiential learning dunng the training. The strength of
this training model lies in its ability to incorporate 1eam building and experiential leamn-
ing components from the beginning to the end, giving the community time 1o develop.
The core of team building provides a structure and foundation for the effective learning
of content and the application of new skills.

Although the Quest-trained team at Radford Universiy disperses at the conclusion
of the program. team members who retuen in the fall, are £till invested in the university
and demonstrate Jeadership in other capacities. Four students have pursued administra-
tive appoiniments in the orientation program for the current vear, Other students have
assumed sludent government, residential life, and campus activities board leadership
reles This commitment to the Jarger community of Radford University is an outgrowth
of an intensive. experiential training that maintains its core focus. The team is the place
of identity, learning, risk taking, support, and service to the larger community.
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CAMPUS NOTES

Denise L. Rode, Assocaate Edio

Building a Sense of Community Through a
Summer Reading Program

Nancy G, Spann, Jimmy R Smith, & Harviette C. Buchanan

For a number of years discussions have tlaken place among faculty and administra
tors al Appalachian State University on implementing a summer reading program for
freshimen in order 1o provide them a common intellectual experience, to enhunce their
sense of communily on campus, and (o set an academic tone for them prios to their
wieival Toe their first year, In the fall and spring of 1996-97, the idea took oot and wax
launched in the summer of 1997 with the enthusiastic support of the chancellor, provost,
deans, department chairs, faculty, and staff.

A commitlee of faculty and staff, representing a variety of academic departmenty
and programs on campus, selected Julia Alvarez's fn the Time of the Butierfiies (1994)
for the 1997 summer reading, This beok was selected because of the powerful message
it presents about personal development, freedom, and courage. Based on an actual his:
torical event, it is the story of four sisters (the Mirabals} in the Dominican Republic who
were involved in the underground resistance movement against the dictatorship of Raelel
Truptlo: three of the sisters were murdered in 1960, Alvarez's story shows how each of
the three takes her separate path to martyrdom as a result of standing firm in personal
beliel in the face of a repressive dictatorship. The beok not only encourcages students to
begin to think about impertant personal issues, but also introduces them 1o an Hispanic
Amernican female writer whao is an important emerging voice in our culture,

When students arnved for summer onentation, they received a copy of the reading
selection as well as some study guide materials, They were asked to read the book and
think about the study questions and guide materials before returning foe fall semester,
As part of their campus life orientation in the fall, the students participated in a discus-
sion of the book led by volunteer faculty and staff, simulating the manner in which many
university level discussion classes are conducted. The reading also enabled students to
be prepared ahead of tme for the discussion and assignments that were developed in
classes such as the freshman seminar and their first year English classes,

The author of the book, Julia Alvarez, was the speaker for fall convocation and spent
1wo days on campus talking informally with students, faculty, staff, and trustees. She
presided at an open forum where she presented background information aboul the
Dominican Republic, the Mirabal sisters, and the factors that influenced her to write the
book. She talked about the process of writing and answered questions from the audi-
ence, She alse read from her poetry and novels and autographed her books. An addi-
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