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Introduction 

In many traditional middle and high school settings, students can finish their academic 

careers going relatively unnoticed by their teachers. For some students, a nonexistent relationship 

with educators at their school may not interfere with their ability to develop socially, 

emotionally, and academically. Schools that employ curricula based on experiential learning, 

which involves hands-on activities and focuses largely on shared experiences and reflection on 

those experiences, create unique opportunities for student-teacher interaction. Many educational 

organizations call experiential learning “learning by doing” (Boston University Center for 

Teaching & Learning, n.d.). For many high schoolers in the United States, the instruction they 

receive in the classroom embodies the antithesis of experiential learning. Sitting in upwards of 

six different classes for fifty minutes at a time, students stare at the front of the room, are 

expected to sit quietly as they memorize different facts and formulas, and regurgitate that same 

information onto a piece of paper a few days later. Incorporating experiential learning into a 

system that prioritizes test scores is complicated. In traditional high schools, seldom are students 

consulted in their own schooling process — they do what they are told. 

I embarked on this research journey because my own high school experience was defined 

by apathy and repetition. Very infrequently in high school was I encouraged to think for myself. 

It was not until college that I learned to critically analyze what I was told in the classroom. Not 

only was I often disinterested in what I was doing in my various high school classrooms, but this 

indifference was further exacerbated by my lack of connection to the people from whom I was 

supposedly learning. There were certainly exceptions – teachers with whom I had great 

relationships and who pushed me academically – however, I know that many of my classmates 

were unable to develop the same connections with any of their teachers. I was able to “negotiate 



 4 

opportunities,” as sociologist Jessica Calarco (2018) calls it, manipulating the academic and 

social environment within the school in order to get the attention I wanted from my teachers. 

Others in my school, who often came from more disadvantaged backgrounds, struggled to get the 

same treatment. Through reflecting on this process, I began to question whom exactly my school 

served, and what the purpose of this education was.    

Unaware of the fact that there are high school students who leave their public and private 

schools for less traditional academic programs, I sat through my four years of high school never 

questioning the education system in which I studied. In college, I encountered students who took 

a semester out of their high school experience to attend a semester school. These programs, 

which embrace and employ experiential learning for a brief, but intense semester, serve as 

alternatives to the normal high school experience. However, it is important to note that these 

opportunities do not exist for everyone. Tuition for many of these programs is comparable in 

price to the most elite private schools in the country. Because these programs are inaccessible to 

most high school students in America, I wanted to better understand how traditional high schools 

might be able to incorporate structures and ideas used by semester schools into the curriculum 

and design of a four-year high school. 

The semester schools that I explored throughout this research are situated in rural, 

isolated communities. Because of their location, much of their curricula and work rely heavily on 

engagement in and with nature. These programs embrace outdoor education and experiential 

learning — it defines them. The outdoors have always served as a haven free of the typical daily 

stressors for me. For others, these spaces may introduce additional stressors to which they are 

unaccustomed. These select semester-long programs certainly are not for everyone. Because of 

the scant literature on semester school programs as a whole, this research was largely exploratory 
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in nature. I did not formulate a hypothesis about these programs, rather, I approached this 

research with several questions in mind. These research questions, which largely concerned how 

these programs function, what they share with traditional public schools, and what differentiates 

them from other educational institutions, provided me direction as I spoke with those who have 

experience attending and running these unique educational institutions. 

To better understand the ways in which these semester-long programs operate, I 

interviewed current college students who attended a semester school program when they were in 

high school. To complement the responses of the students, I also spoke with educators who 

currently work at the various schools. It is important to note that the experience of fewer than ten 

students, and an equal number of educators, does not represent the experience of everyone who 

attends or works at these programs. The reflections of these participants were personal and 

unique. Many of the students with whom I spoke proudly wore the apparel of their semester 

schools during my interviews with them. The participants made it clear that these semesters had 

a profound impact on them as learners and as people, and they were excited to offer up their time 

to relive their experience. To my surprise, many of the now college students recalled their time at 

the semester programs – which they attended upwards of four years ago – with great detail.  

It is important to disclose that I had previously met or had established relationships with 

many of the student participants in my research. While I had previously heard about many of 

their experiences, because I asked standardized questions to all participants, I do not believe that 

my prior knowledge influenced their responses. On the other hand, I had never spoken with 

many of the educators I interviewed for the purpose of this research, nor were they aware of the 

questions I was going to ask them. For the sake of confidentiality, some participants elected to 
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replace their names with pseudonyms in this piece, while others will be referred to exclusively 

by their first names. 

I felt that this was an especially important time to assess the structure of our education 

system and possibilities for the future. As the COVID-19 pandemic has forced students across 

the world to spend the past several years learning through a screen while they sit in their dining 

room, it has become clear that something needs to change. Because of the risks of COVID-19, 

education outside of the classroom may become an attractive alternative. This period in time can 

serve as an excellent opportunity for educators to adjust their practice based on what does and 

does not work for their students. There is clear evidence that many children, especially those 

from already disadvantaged backgrounds, are struggling to learn at a rate that will prepare them 

for their educational road ahead (Goldstein, 2020). Reinventing the wheel, putting the regime of 

state testing to the side, and focusing more closely on the ways in which students can learn with 

what they have around them should not only be a point of emphasis during a pandemic, but 

moving forward as well. Semester schools certainly are not the only academic institutions that 

take a less traditional approach to education, but their ideas should be considered as traditional 

high schools reassess their structures moving forward. 

In the following pages, I will explore various aspects of outdoor-oriented semester school 

programs. Some of the ideas and structures that I mention are shared across all programs, while 

others are unique to specific schools. First, I will establish an understanding of experiential 

learning and its history. In this section, I will also introduce the idea of semester school programs 

more thoroughly, along with a more detailed overview of the specific programs I highlight 

throughout. I feel that a basic grasp of the ways in which these schools function will be essential 

as I dive deeper into the experiences of students and educators at the various programs. In the 
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following section, I will explore the importance of the outdoors more broadly, and what 

education in those spaces looks like. This section will also unpack the reasons why students opt 

to attend these programs, and how the classroom structure lends itself to academic growth. I then 

devote a section to an invaluable aspect of semester school programs that many participants 

mentioned — community. In this section, I will explore the cultivation of community – both 

throughout the entire school and on smaller levels – and the work that is done to maintain this 

sense of community. My final section will diverge from the academic side of semester school 

programs and will explore the relationships that develop within them, primarily between students 

and teachers. 

            By providing quotes from my interviews, and elaborating on the structure of semester 

school programs, I hope to offer a glimpse into the power of a more alternative form of 

education. The research I conducted was not designed to assess the benefits or shortcomings of 

semester school programs, rather, it was intended to explore their approach to education and the 

development of their students as learners and people. Throughout this process, I came to 

understand how these schools can shift the educational landscape, at least within limits. My hope 

is that anyone, regardless of their involvement in the education system, can use this information 

to further reflect upon and question their own academic journey and the ways in which they think 

about education. What are schools supposed to do? Are our high schools designed to help all 

students equally? 
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Chapter 1: A Brief History of Experiential Learning 

David Kolb, an educator who has written extensively on experiential learning and 

education, developed a model – based loosely on the work of other theorists – to describe how 

the process of experiential learning takes place. Kolb’s theory is influenced by earlier models of 

learning developed by Kurt Lewin, John Dewey, and Jean Piaget; these theorists developed 

models that heavily emphasize the interaction between learners and the world around them. 

Kolb’s (1984) most significant takeaways from these models include: focusing on the process of 

learning (as opposed to the outcomes), rejecting the idea of knowledge as a fixed entity, 

embracing the interconnectedness between knowledge and experience, and recognizing that 

learning and knowledge are inextricably linked. Learning is a process during which thoughtful 

reflection is required. Therefore, knowledge is not something that can be bestowed upon 

someone.  

The ideas that Kolb articulates stand in stark contrast to what Paolo Freire (2000) calls 

“the banking concept of education,” in which educators pour knowledge and facts into the heads 

of their students (p. 72). Experiential learning encourages and allows for the rejection of this 

educational model because it is nearly impossible to replicate an experience for someone else. In 

addition, an attempt to project one's own experience onto others only further embraces the 

“banking model,” as it discourages the learner from engaging in their own introspection and 

reflection. Limiting a student or learner in this way serves as a barrier to the process and creation 

of knowledge. Because of our own cognitive schemas and biases, projecting our realities onto 

others is not sufficient. However, this is not to say that educators and learners cannot be partners 

in this learning process.  
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Kolb’s (1984) “Experiential Learning Cycle” highlights the progression from “concrete 

experience,” to “reflective observation,” to “abstract conceptualization,” and ultimately, to 

“active experimentation.” The visual below details the intricacies of Kolb’s model (McLeod, 

2017).  

 

 
 

 In terms of how experience, reflection, abstraction, and experimentation actually relate 

to learning and the development of knowledge, Kolb (2015) writes, “my aim for experiential 

learning theory was to create a model for explaining how individuals learn and to empower 

learners to trust their own experience and gain mastery over their own learning.” While Kolb’s 

framework remains foundational in the study of experiential education, many have noted the 

danger in attempting to simplify this kind of learning to a standard model (Jeffs & Ord, 2018, p. 

41). Using a standardized framework to explain the thinking of every student seems inconsistent 

with the ideas of many educators who value experiential education and students as individuals. 

Centering each student within the learning environment requires that educators approach each 

learner in a unique way. However, I do not believe that Kolb was suggesting that this be ignored, 
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and I believe that his model provides flexibility in terms of how it is applied to the learning of 

each student. When considering each student on an individual level, Kolb’s conceptualization of 

learning is closely related to the idea of cognitive schemas: beliefs we hold that are used to guide 

the ways in which we take in and process information to which we are exposed. Although 

schemas can act unconsciously, new experiences, or exposure to different information, can alter 

the schemas we use daily. Kolb’s model would suggest that these new experiences – once 

reflected upon and applied to other scenarios – lead to a deeper understanding and sense of 

learning. Furthermore, one can then use these more recently developed ideas to approach future 

experiences.  

Experiential learning as a concept, and its inclusion in the education world, is based 

largely on the work of John Dewey (1859-1952), an educator and reformer in United States 

education. Dewey’s ideas were extremely influential at the turn of the 20th century, and he is 

often referred to as “the father of progressive education” (Williams, 2017). It is important to 

recognize that there were other educators who shared many of Dewey’s views on education 

(Garte, 2017). However, he is certainly the most prominent name when it comes to progressive 

education in the United States. Dewey (1938) described progressive education as “a product of 

discontent with traditional education,” with traditional education being defined by “imposition 

from above and from outside” (p. 4). For Dewey (1938), this form of education, essentially the 

“banking model” that Freire (2000) described, felt limiting and counterproductive. What students 

were being taught was “foreign to the existing capacities of the young” (Dewey, 1938, p. 4). In 

turn, Dewey focused heavily on defining what is meant by “experience,” and how it relates to 

learning. Dewey (1938) did this for one main reason: 
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It is to emphasize the fact, first, that young people in traditional schools do have 

experiences; and secondly, that the trouble is not the absence of experiences, but their 

defective and wrong character — wrong and defective from the standpoint of connection 

with further experience. The positive side of this point is even more important in 

connection with progressive education. It is not enough to insist upon the necessity of 

experience, nor even of activity in experience. Everything depends upon the quality of 

the experience which is had. The quality of any experience has two aspects. There is an 

immediate aspect of agreeableness or disagreeableness, and there is its influence upon 

later experiences (p. 15-16).  

Dewey’s influence on Kolb’s experiential learning cycle is clear. The latter three stages 

of Kolb’s model directly address the ways in which a particular experience influences 

subsequent experiences and thinking. The emphasis on the ways in which experiences affect later 

learning helps differentiate experiential learning curricula from the more traditional forms of 

education that were encouraged prior to Dewey (and have continued to dominate the educational 

landscape since). One may need to grasp precalculus in order to succeed in a calculus class, but 

the activation of prior knowledge in a traditional academic format does not require that students 

develop a deep understanding of the material. Dewey (1938) writes, “because the studies of the 

traditional school consisted of subject-matter that was selected and arranged on the basis of the 

judgment of adults as to what would be useful for the young sometime in the future, the material 

to be learned was settled upon outside the present life-experience of the learner” (p. 92). That is 

not to say that math cannot be taught in a manner that requires reflection and internalization, but, 

unfortunately, it is taught in such a manner relatively infrequently. Providing students with 
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opportunities to grapple with material on their own, in ways that engage their interests, will 

result in future experimentation that Kolb describes and desires.   

 It was in the early 1900s that Dewey and other educators, who often were not current 

teachers themselves, became increasingly vocal about the value of a child-centered approach in 

the classroom (Reese, 2001). This approach to teaching and learning gives students agency when 

it comes to how and what they explore in academic environments. In the 1930s, this academic 

approach gained traction, and a few teachers across the country began to focus on the whole 

child. Unsurprisingly, because the vast majority of students at this time were white, it was 

typically white, wealthier students – in select independent schools – who experienced this form 

of education in which they were given more freedom and individual attention in the classroom 

(Garte, 2017). However, in the years following the Second World War, many Americans yearned 

for the world they knew before the Depression. For many living in the United States, a more 

rigid classroom structure in which the focus was on core subjects – literature, mathematics, 

science, history – felt familiar. Years of war, defined by uncertainty and disorientation, likely led 

many to want to return to an education they already knew. After this brief return to rigidity, 

progressive education rose in popularity again in the 1960s when the United States was 

experiencing significant social change (Garte, 2017). However, this change was short-lived. By 

the early 1980s, during which “A Nation at Risk” was published, the education system 

experienced the beginning of a shift towards standardization. While this "return to basics” 

movement emphasized standardized test scores, those who were committed to the ideas put forth 

by progressive educators found ways to continue employing their pedagogical beliefs in the 

classroom, albeit on a much smaller scale.  
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One area of the educational landscape that kept the progressive ideals alive was learning 

that took place in outdoor environments. Experiential learning does not inherently imply outdoor 

education, but nature certainly serves as an ideal environment in which students can have hands-

on experiences. It is important to briefly mention the discussion surrounding the history of 

outdoor education as well. In John Dewey and Education Outdoors, John Quay and Jayson 

Seaman (2013) write:  

In the USA, the specific term outdoor education began to be used as early as the first 

decade of the 1900s (Curtis, 1909). At this time outdoor education simply meant a form 

of education that wasn’t indoor education. Reformers used the terms out-door, or out-of-

doors: hyphenated terms communicating a sense of being active in settings other than 

classrooms. To be involved in out-door education one had to exit a literal door into the 

school yard, the school garden, the community past the school fence, and perhaps even 

the woods beyond (p. 5).  

For proponents of traditional forms of education, it is certainly challenging to 

conceptualize learning that is not between four walls. From a psychological standpoint, Rachel 

and Stephen Kaplan’s (1989) Attention Restoration Theory, the idea that being in nature allows 

for mental clarity as we are given a break from the normal, constant stimuli that we experience 

on a daily basis, meshes well with this form of learning. Providing academic instruction in such a 

unique environment may allow students to develop as learners in a way that they cannot in other 

academic spaces. Historically, experiential learning first became widely used and studied in the 

world of outdoor education (Parry & Allison, 2020, p. 71). It was experiences outside of the 

classroom that defined this kind of learning. Experiential education also expanded on the 
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umbrella term of “outdoor education,” as it placed an emphasis on reflection following 

experience (Quay & Seaman, 2013, p. 55).  

It is important to note that experiential learning is not confined to outdoor areas. This 

powerful form of learning can take place in suburban areas, in cities, or even in a classroom with 

four walls. It was because of the lack of clarity surrounding the definition of outdoor education, 

and its various forms, that the idea of place-based education arose (Quay & Seamen, 2013, p. 

10). Place-based education, like experiential education, is somewhat self-explanatory. It is 

education grounded in the physical place and space where one is learning. It focuses on the 

people, the natural environment, and the history that defines the communities in which different 

learning spaces are situated. Ironically, Gregory Smith (2002), a former professor at Lewis & 

Clark College, notes that it may have been the creation of schools that led to a departure from 

this form of learning in the first place:  

Called place-based education, its aim is to ground learning in local phenomena and 

students’ lived experience. Although most human learning once occurred within the 

context of specific locales, the invention and proliferation of schools changed this. In 

schools, especially after the early elementary grades, teachers direct children’s attention 

away from their own circumstances and ways of knowing and toward knowledge from 

other places that has been developed by strangers they most likely will never meet. 

Learning becomes something gained through reading texts, listening to lectures, or 

viewing videos rather than through experiencing full-bodied encounters with the world 

(p. 586).  

While this may be the case, place-based education can certainly happen in the classroom. 

However, the current pedagogical approach that many schools take limits their flexibility when it 
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comes to the curricula, largely because of an early emphasis on efficiency in the world of 

education. Efficiency in schools means that “outputs from education (such as test results or value 

added) are produced at the lowest level of resource (be that financial or, for example, the innate 

ability of students)” (Johnes et al., 2017). In more recent decades, the focus on standardized 

testing and measurements has only further engrained the traditional approaches to teaching and 

learning. As a result, place-based education is rarely taken into consideration. 

Place-based education gained popularity in the world of environmental education, but 

many have recognized the ways in which it can be used to address other societal issues as well 

(McVittie et al., 2020). Learning about our environment and social justice issues does not have 

to be restricted to specific academic spaces, and analyzing these topics in ways that are most 

accessible to students, where they can make connections between the classroom and their 

communities, is logical. Throughout the remainder of the paper, I will adopt the following 

definition of “place” that was introduced by Janet McVittie, an assistant professor at the 

University of Saskatchewan, and colleagues (2020): “a place is any area within the local 

community that supports student learning about their worlds” (p. 34). It is necessary to clarify 

that, in this paper, the communities about which I am writing often exist in very insular settings, 

separated from most other people. While this structure is unique to semester schools, it does not 

diminish the value of place-based education within these smaller communities.  

Semester school programs are relatively new to the educational landscape in the United 

States, and around the world. Currently, there are nine known semester school programs 

operating in the United States, all of which take non-traditional approaches to learning and 

knowledge. These schools are the Maine Coast Semester at Chewonki, Alzar School, the 

Outdoor Academy, the Island School, the Oxbow School, the Mountain School, the High 
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Mountain Institute, the School for Ethics and Global Leadership, and the Traveling School. 

These nine semester programs are members of an established group called the Semester Schools 

Network (Semester Schools Network, 2022), which defines itself as follows: 

The Semester Schools Network is a group of schools offering semester-long educational 

opportunities for high school students. Students leave their sending schools for one 

semester to attend our schools; they return with one full semester of academic credit, as 

well as a wealth of knowledge and new experiences to bring back to their sending 

schools. Our programs deliver powerful outcomes for students—from challenging them 

academically, to expanding their views of the world, to helping them understand 

themselves as learners, to teaching them the value of participation in a small community. 

We have enrolled students from hundreds of high schools all over the United States and 

the world. We believe that a semester away can be an outstanding complement to the 

college preparatory education offered by independent and public high schools.  

Each of the nine semester programs offer a unique academic focus and structure, but 

many of them are similar in that they reject the typical classroom model. In addition, these 

schools run with far fewer students than most academic institutions, with a maximum of roughly 

fifty students per semester (Semester Schools Network, 2022). Although – to a degree – they 

have to adhere to the standardized curriculum that many sending high schools employ, semester 

schools often weave their specific focus throughout the curriculum (Meerts-Brandsma & 

Sibthorp, 2021). Furthermore, because they do not have to fully abide by the same standards as 

the schools from which their students are coming (the sending schools), these programs are able 

to fully embrace both experiential learning and place-based education. Of the nine semester 

schools in the Semester Schools Network, I will write extensively about four of them.  
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The Mountain School, located in Vershire, Vermont, has employed the semester-long 

structure for the longest period of time. Originally established as a four-year boarding school 

“with a focus on environmental sustainability” in the 1960s, the school transitioned to a semester 

program in the early 1980s after the founders of the boarding school sold it (The Mountain 

School, n.d.). Although the school is now owned by Milton Academy, a private school in Milton, 

Massachusetts, it operates largely as a separate entity. On its website (The Mountain School, 

n.d.), the school says that it:  

Cultivates a diverse and interdependent community of scholars who learn to know a place 

and take care of it. Through collaborative learning and shared work, students emerge 

from their semester prepared to reach beyond the self and focus on the common good.  

Alden, an educator at the school, elaborated on this mission of the program in an 

interview (personal communication, December 9, 2021): 

I mean our mission is to get to know a place and take care of it, and I think that's pretty 

distinctive. I don’t think I know of other schools that have that particular mission. There 

are two prongs to it. One is to take care of a place, and the other is to reach beyond the 

self and work for common good. I just think that it's what we need in the world are 

people who are really paying attention to the places they inhabit, including all the 

invisible things that are going on there. And then trying to work for the betterment of 

something that's, not just for the self, but also for something beyond the self is so critical 

to so many problems that we need to solve in the world. And, so, I like being part of an 

institution that's engaged in that work. 

As students work with one another, and with their teachers, in both academic settings and 

on the campus farm, this mission is drilled home.  
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The Maine Coast Semester was founded in the same decade as the Mountain School and 

shares a similar mission. As a part of Chewonki, a non-profit organization based in Wiscasset, 

Maine, that offers camps, schools, and other outdoor opportunities, the Maine Coast Semester 

“provides ambitious high school juniors the opportunity to hone their critical thinking through 

the immersive scientific study of coastal ecology, place-based curriculum, and liberal arts” 

(Maine Coast Semester at Chewonki, 2022). Similar to the Mountain School, the Maine Coast 

Semester (Maine Coast Semester at Chewonki, 2022) takes full advantage of its location and the 

natural world surrounding it: 

During their semester, students engage deeply with the world around them through their 

studies, meaningful work, and outdoor experiences. They spend at least four hours a 

week doing field work along the Maine coast for science class. In Art and the Natural 

World and in Environmental Issues classes, they make use of Chewonki’s saltwater 

peninsula and sites throughout Maine. Their math problems may include modeling tidal 

changes in our own Montsweag Bay. In English, they explore how words can capture the 

relationship between people, nature, and place–a relationship they’re forging right here. 

Real-world, hands-on experiences complement the traditional components of every class.  

With roughly forty-five students attending the program each semester, Maine Coast 

Semester boasts a three-to-one student-to-faculty ratio, making for an intimate academic 

experience (Maine Coast Semester at Chewonki, 2022). In each subject that they teach, the 

educators at Chewonki embrace a place-based approach to the curriculum, centering the land that 

they inhabit and the environment that the students can experience first-hand.  

These schools are not only in the Northeast, traditionally home to many independent 

schools. The High Mountain Institute (HMI) in Leadville, Colorado, has taken a slightly different 



 19 

approach to education since it was established in 1998 (High Mountain Institute, 2022). 

According to Danny, an educator at HMI, what differentiates HMI from other semester schools 

is its commitment to exposing students to the backcountry (personal communication, November 

18, 2021):  

We try to turn good students into great adults through really immersing them in the 

natural world and an affirming, trusting community . . . and our commitment to 

wilderness immersion and spending a third of each semester in the woods. And we use 

that time not simply to create wilderness leaders or great outdoors people, but to create 

people who know how to collaborate with others and not just compete with them. People 

who know how to communicate with people who think differently than they do. And to 

give teenagers space to trust themselves again, where they can take risks.  

The fifty or so high school juniors who attend HMI each semester do a lot of moving 

around. “Unique to HMI, students spend five weeks of the semester backpacking and skiing in 

the mountains of Colorado and the canyons of Utah with their teachers and classmates” (High 

Mountain Institute, 2022). These five weeks of backpacking and backcountry skiing are broken 

up into three separate expeditions over the course of the semester. When students are not on 

these expeditions led by their teachers, they are living in cabins while sticking to their rigorous 

academic schedules.  

Of these four programs, Alzar School is the most recent addition to the Semester Schools 

Network. Since it was established in 2004, Alzar has provided students with the unique 

opportunity to learn and explore at their campuses in Idaho and Chile. The program (Alzar 

School, 2022) advertises itself as:  
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A semester school for highly motivated high school sophomores and juniors. Challenging 

and engaging academic coursework is essential to building the skills needed to lead 

change. Our courses are made more relevant and powerful by connecting to student 

experiences and the places we explore. Living internationally broadens perspectives, and 

deep personal growth can be found through challenge in the outdoors. This whole-person 

approach to education, combined with the benefits of living in a small community, leads 

to tremendous outcomes.  

Sean, an educator at Alzar, highlighted the differences between the school and other 

semester programs (personal communication, December 9, 2021):  

What we thought would be unique about Alzar, compared to other programs that are out 

there, is merging both an outdoor experience with an international one. So, I think both of 

those experiences are designed to get students out of their comfort zones. So, if you're out 

on a backpacking trip, right, like you're going to feel uncomfortable and have to grow in 

that zone of proximal development. And the same thing happens when you're in a town in 

Chile and everyone around you can only speak Spanish. 

Spending half of the semester in Idaho and half of the semester in Chile certainly 

provides students with vastly different, but unquestionably formative experiences. In both places, 

Alzar sends its students – of which there are roughly forty each semester – on week-long 

expeditions at a time. Throughout these trips, and while back on campus, the academic and living 

structure is designed to align with another core component of their mission — developing leaders 

(Sean, personal communication, December 9, 2021).  

What these semester schools have to offer is clearly unique, but as with many attempts at 

creating new educational structures within the already defined academic landscape, these 
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programs have not always been successful. Within the past decade, several semester programs 

have closed their doors – including the Conserve School in Wisconsin (Conserve School, n.d.), 

and the Woolman Semester in California (Woolman at Sierra Friends Center, 2022) – largely due 

to financial instability. It is also important to note that the cost of attendance for these programs 

is not insignificant. The average cost for one semester of attendance at any of the nine semester 

programs during 2022-2023 is roughly $34,000, with additional fees not included (Semester 

Schools Network, 2022). 

All of the programs within the Semester Schools Network are distinctive, but they share a 

rejection of the educational model that thousands of high schools around the United States 

employ without question. Instead, these schools embrace and exercise the types of learning that 

Dewey, Kolb, and many others outline: outdoor education, experiential learning, and a place-

based curriculum. An understanding of the development of this perspective on education will 

highlight the intentional choices that each of these programs make. 
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Chapter 2: Academics at Semester Schools 

Academic Structure at Semester School Programs   

On paper, one of the most noticeable differences between semester school programs and 

traditional high schools – one on which semester schools pride themselves – is their approach to 

academics. With small classes, a unique classroom structure, and pedagogy rooted in the 

physical place, semester programs offer an academic experience dissimilar from many other 

schools. Each of the four semester schools highlighted in this research take a slightly different 

approach to academics. The following paragraphs will provide a brief overview of their 

similarities and differences.   

At the Mountain School, which has operated as a semester school for almost forty years, 

students take five courses each semester with every student required to take English and 

Environmental Studies. Additionally, each student has to participate in the Outdoor Program 

which is designed to help “student[s] develop the skills to travel safely and comfortably outside, 

to camp with minimal impact on the land, and to understand the intricacies of the natural world” 

(The Mountain School, n.d.). A typical day at the Mountain School starts with breakfast, chores, 

and a school-wide meeting. Following that, students will attend their academic courses, have 

some unstructured free time, and work on the farm or elsewhere on campus. Throughout the day, 

students are constantly learning about their surroundings and working to improve the campus 

and the area around them.   

The Maine Coast Semester at Chewonki, which has operated as a semester school 

program for almost as long as the Mountain School, takes a very similar approach to the 

structure of their academics. With a heavier emphasis on ecology and natural science, however, 

Chewonki has its students spend almost double the amount of time in the science classroom 
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compared to other academic subjects (Maine Coast Semester at Chewonki, 2022). Otherwise, the 

day-to-day schedule looks very comparable to that of the Mountain School. Starting the day with 

chores, breakfast, and a school-wide meeting, students later attend their academic classes, 

science labs, or work program – in which they often perform manual labor around campus – 

among other structured activities. Throughout the semester, students will also take classes on 

outdoor skills which they later employ on adventures in the wilderness further from campus.   

The High Mountain Institute (HMI) deviates even further from the traditional academic 

structure of most high schools. Although students take five to six academic classes during the 

semester, they also spend several weeks in the backcountry. While on these multi-day trips away 

from campus, students still participate in structured academic classes including Practices and 

Principles: Ethics of the Natural World, Advanced Placement (AP) U.S. History, and AP 

Calculus. On these trips, the woods are their classroom. The five weeks that students spend in the 

backcountry are broken up across three separate expeditions of at least ten days each. These 

expeditions, led by the same educators who teach in the classrooms on campus, provide students 

the opportunity to develop new skills and engage with academic content in a different 

environment, all while pushing themselves physically.   

Alzar, which takes a similar approach to HMI when it comes to expeditionary learning, is 

the only semester program of the four covered in this research to offer an international 

component. As detailed in the previous chapter, students at Alzar spend almost half of the 

semester in Chile – where they have the opportunity to develop their Spanish language skills – 

and the other half in Idaho. While the academic courses remain the same regardless of the 

location, Alzar tries to incorporate different activities into the schedule to allow its students to 

engage with each specific location. Throughout the semester, students typically take seven 
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academic courses and “spend approximately six weeks of the semester in the field exploring the 

Chilean Andes and western landscapes” (Alzar School, 2022). Even when students are in more 

traditional classroom settings, Alzar structures its days around their “Six Foundations” which 

include “Leadership Training” and “Outdoor Adventure” (Alzar School, 2022).  

Much of the learning that takes place at semester schools is done outside of the 

classroom, but these programs are not void of the traditional classroom experience. Depending 

on the program, students will spend a certain amount of time each day sitting with their peers 

studying the traditional academic subjects: history, mathematics, science, and literature. As 

described in the paragraphs above, whether students are sitting in physical classrooms during this 

learning depends on the program. Although these programs incorporate outdoor learning into 

their structure, it is unclear how, if at all, the programs that offer AP classes are able to make 

those curricula more outdoor-oriented. While each program structures their classrooms 

differently, it appears that in certain subjects – namely literature and history – the pedagogy 

remains largely the same regardless of whether students are studying in the classroom or outside. 

However, much of the science and outdoor skills education shifts depending on the physical 

learning environment. In these various academic settings, where the student-to-teacher ratio is 

much smaller than in many high schools, students form intimate learning communities in which 

they receive individualized attention. The place-based approach that the semester programs take 

defines the work done both in and out of the classroom. Based on the structure of these programs 

outlined previously, several of them are tasked with finding ways to maintain an academic 

schedule while on several day- or week-long expeditions in the backcountry. On these trips, the 

skills and knowledge that are developed may look slightly different. Danny, an educator at HMI, 
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said this about the academic spaces in which students will find themselves (personal 

communication, November 18, 2021):   

I think we’ve created learning environments that are actually trying as much as possible 

to be authentic to the skills and tasks that kids will be doing when they grow up. And so, 

it feels like they are learning things that will actually help them in the future, and not stuff 

they’re going to use until they’re eighteen and then stop using.  

At HMI and Alzar especially, where outdoor expeditions are a primary aspect of the 

program, traditional academic subjects must find their way into the backcountry lessons. 

Research suggests that outdoor expeditions provide students a “space to learn about themselves” 

(Parry & Allison, 2020, p. 106). With opportunities for intrapersonal reflection, it is interesting 

to consider the ways in which David Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning applies to both 

social and academic development. In the outdoors, where there are fewer stimuli from the 

unnatural world and ample opportunities for reflection, students may be able to engage with their 

course material in a more thoughtful way. However, some student participants also expressed 

that their academic courses seemed to be of less importance when they were in the backcountry. 

As a result, certain students felt that their semester school experience was less academically 

rigorous than their sending school. The question of what these programs deem to be valuable 

content and knowledge seems to rise to the surface. Regardless of the amount of time the 

students at each of the respective semester schools spend in the wilderness away from their 

campus, each program utilizes a place-based curriculum to a similar extent.  

With most semester schools pushing back against the testing standards that define the 

public education system, there is little quantitative data available on the academic outcomes of 

students who attend these programs. However, Lisa Meerts-Brandsma and Jim Sibthorp (2021), 
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both academics who focus on outdoor education, recently conducted a study to assess 

“transformative learning” at semester school programs. They define transformative learning as 

permanent changes in which individuals shift the way that they “experience, conceptualize, and 

interact with the world” (Hoggan, 2016, p. 71, as cited in Meerts-Brandsma & Sibthorp, 2021). 

The connection to David Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning is noticeable, and one that 

Meerts-Brandsma and Sibthorp (2021) highlight. In their research, they hoped to better 

understand what, if anything, helped promote this kind of intellectual transformation for 

teenagers at semester schools. Based on interviews with students, they said the following about 

the impact of the curriculum:   

As commonly occurs in education, students may have been largely unaware of the 

curriculum, which contributed to them less frequently identifying curriculum as a 

contributor to their transformation. However, the curriculum was essential and often 

provided the content that they unpacked through discussions. . . The curriculum often 

gave them new ideas and activities to consider, whether it had to do with new topics, new 

ways of thinking, or new technical skills they learned. Novel content often was also 

challenging, and the process of overcoming challenges was one way that students learned 

about themselves (Meerts-Brandsma & Sibthorp, 2021, p. 21).   

The academic content in and of itself may not have resulted in transformation, but the 

ways in which it was introduced had an impact on the students. During the interviews conducted 

for this research, students had varied responses when it came to their thoughts on the curriculum. 

Oliver, who attended HMI, said that “a lot of the classes and academics that we did were based 

in the area where we were. Science was the best. It made me fall in love with environmental 

science” (personal communication, December 3, 2021).  Ellie, a student who also attended HMI, 
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on the other hand, said that the science class was “cool, but also like, fine” and did not elaborate 

past that (personal communication, December 3, 2021). While individual students will likely 

express a different amount of interest in various academic subjects, during their interviews and 

reflections, many of the participants focused more closely on the ways in which they learned as 

opposed to the content they covered. This approach, with an emphasis on the process of gaining 

knowledge as opposed to the outcomes, defines all four of the semester programs. Without 

formal assessments to examine much of the learning that takes place on campus, students are 

able to focus on approaching new information in a manner that feels most conducive to their own 

growth.   

Through experiential learning, all of the semester schools fully embrace a place-based 

approach. However, each program has specific goals and missions concerning sustainability, 

wilderness immersion, and leadership, towards which they orient their curriculum. In their 

interviews, many students recalled the emphasis on these larger themes associated with the 

program they attended. Jake, who attended the Mountain School, said that the semester program 

“took out all of the bullshit” that was embedded in the academic requirements at his sending high 

school (personal communication, November 19, 2021). Students learn more than what is written 

in a textbook. By studying in their specific locations, and examining the history of the land and 

the characteristics of the land itself, students made it clear that they learn to care for a place and 

to be attuned to their surroundings. This is rare in education, nor do the standards in the 

traditional school system seem to demonstrate that they consider this type of knowledge to be 

valuable.   

The students and educators who were interviewed for this research often shared many of 

the same ideas when reflecting on what differentiates semester schools from more traditional 
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high schools. However, there were also times when they held differing opinions. Ray, an 

administrator at HMI, expressed confusion as to why experiential learning tends to be common 

in early education but is slowly phased out of the curriculum (personal communication, 

November 19, 2021):  

It should be a requirement for every grade that there's something going on that's 

experiential. Because that speaks to students more. Like they get more excited when they 

can touch the things they're learning about, when they can see how it’s impacted the 

world immediately around them, than they will studying like the French Renaissance in a 

classroom. That's just how humans operate. So, can you make your curriculum more 

experiential? 

Ethan (pseudonym), a student who attended HMI, shared a similar sentiment but was 

more skeptical of the possible effectiveness of experiential learning in traditional school settings 

(personal communication, November 18, 2021):  

I think the most important aspect too is just the location, both being in nature and also 

being in a space where you can actively learn about the area around you, and learn about 

sort of the history of the area and also the present of the area. Like, you know, doing 

experiments outside, going outside and doing experiments . . . We like, you know, went 

to all the museums and all the historical houses and stuff when I was in elementary 

school, and I didn’t really care about it. But then I also think if I went in high school, I 

also wouldn't have really cared about it. Um, I would have just like, you know, messed 

around with my friends.   

Ethan went on to describe how structural aspects of many four-year high schools, along 

with their conceptual frameworks of education and the kind of knowledge that is valued in these 
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institutions, might make it challenging to weave experiential learning into the previously 

established curricula. Ethan certainly questions whether students in large, public, urban high 

schools would appreciate this form of education in a manner that would help them develop as 

learners. Regardless, Ethan still acknowledges the value in this seemingly atypical method of 

teaching and learning. Proper implementation, on the other hand, is a much more complicated 

task. Had Ethan’s school structured other parts of their curriculum with these field trips in mind, 

Ethan and his peers may have seen more value in them. However, doing so would require a shift 

in pedagogy that many traditional schools find challenging.   

Semester school programs serve students who, for the majority of their academic career, 

are wrapped up in a rigid education system defined by standards and requirements. Because 

these students still need to fulfill the requirements of their sending schools in order to graduate 

high school, semester school programs are not entirely free from the requirements of the larger 

education system that defines the learning of most students in the United States. Students and 

educators are both affected by the ability to design academic experiences that are tailored 

towards their interests and their surroundings. While this may not be replicable on a larger scale, 

there is still value in assessing different approaches to education. Future research might explore 

how semester schools could change the way that they operate if they did not have to maintain 

certain academics from the sending schools.  

The Importance of the Outdoors   

It is rare that a curriculum makes an explicit connection between learning done in the 

classroom and the larger world in which the classroom is situated. For many, “field trips,” in 

which students leave school grounds to learn in their communities, become less common as 

students grow older. In many traditional public schools, learning is confined to the classroom. 
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Semester school programs use a place-based approach both in and out of the classroom. During 

the more structured academic time, students at semester schools will focus on literature that 

describes the landscapes where they live, and learn about the history of the land on which they 

reside. Notably, the place-based education at these programs is also grounded in experiencing the 

land first-hand. Through working on the land, going on multi-day backpacking or skiing 

expeditions, and conducting science experiments using the trees and soil on their campus, 

semester schools take full advantage of their outdoor setting.   

Place-based and experiential learning does not necessarily require access to the outdoors, 

but many students at semester school programs find the constant exposure to nature to be 

invaluable. With many students coming from urban or suburban areas, semester school campuses 

serve as a refuge for kids looking for a change of pace. Based on a survey conducted by the Pew 

Research Center, 70% of teenagers responded that their peers struggle with anxiety and 

depression, which was more common than drug addiction and poverty among other problems 

(Flannery, 2018). In addition, with research suggesting a negative correlation between “green 

space” and symptoms of depression and anxiety (Beyer et al., 2014), semester schools may have 

the opportunity to help improve the mental health of their students.   

The location and structure of these programs may even affect the academic performance 

and achievement of their students. Research suggests that even taking a brief walk in nature, as 

opposed to an urban environment, can have a positive impact on performance on a cognitive task 

(Berman et al., 2008). Using the outdoors as a learning environment may not appeal to every 

teenager, but the research suggests possible benefits. A break from the mundane, repetitive 

schedule of many traditional high schools may spark social, emotional, and academic growth for 

many adolescents who are feeling stuck. Gaining an appreciation for the world around them 
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through first-hand experience in the outdoors, students at semester schools are given the 

opportunity to develop as learners and as people.   

In response to a question about what structural aspect of a semester school he would 

bring back to his sending school, Jake, a student who attended the Mountain School, had this to 

say (personal communication, November 19, 2021):   

I was very close to the assistant principal at my [sending] high school. And I used to tell 

him this every day. I'm like, why the fuck don't we do this? Teach classes outside. Get 

out of the classroom. There's no reason why math class needs to be inside every day. 

There's no reason why Spanish class needs to be inside. Each class should have a certain 

amount of required, like each teacher needs to have a certain number of days required 

each year to take the students outside, sit in a circle, and teach and learn. Like just get 

students out of the classroom because the classroom is boring, and we sit there nine 

periods a day — that's every day. . . Teach outdoors. I think it really changes the dynamic 

between the teacher and the students, between the teachers, the students, the material. 

There is no doubt that Jake feels passionately about the opportunity to leave the building 

and learn in outdoor spaces. However, he did not necessarily elaborate on whether the learning 

that he thinks should take place outdoors would guarantee, or require, a place-based approach. 

Jake sees value in getting outdoors in and of itself. Based on the research alluded to earlier 

(Beyer et al., 2014; Berman et al., 2008), there may, in fact, be advantages to teaching outdoors 

even without pedagogical or curricular changes. Caleb, another student who attended the 

Mountain School, went into further detail about the specific impact of learning in an outdoor 

setting (personal communication, December 2, 2021):  
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I think the outdoors part had a huge impact on me. I think it served as a wonderful 

environment to, I mean, for me personally, to practice reflection . . . being present.   

In his response, Caleb names an essential part of David Kolb’s (1984) model of 

experiential learning — reflection. While it may have been the specific educational approach 

taken by the Mountain School that encouraged this reflection, Caleb felt that the physical 

environment in which he was studying allowed for this as well. For many student participants, 

being in the outdoors defined their experience. Ethan (pseudonym), a student who attended the 

High Mountain Institute (HMI), said the following when asked what first comes to mind when he 

reflects on his semester in the mountains (personal communication, November 18, 2021):   

I mean, the first thing directly is just like the outdoors, like nature. But then kind of 

stemming off of that, it's just like the place-based education and outdoor education aspect 

of it . . . being able to learn about your immediate surroundings. Being able to learn about 

yeah, the world, the literal world around you. 

Ethan’s response hits directly at the idea of learning about the space one inhabits. He later 

expanded upon this idea and explained how his interest in the academic material was much 

greater because he was given ample opportunities to see and experience exactly what was 

covered in the classroom. In Ethan’s eyes, getting outside to form these connections was 

essential.   

All of the semester schools explored throughout this paper use the outdoors as their 

backbone. The educators that work there are constantly thinking about the ways in which they 

can use the outdoor spaces available to them to help develop and uphold their mission. When 

speaking about the creation of Alzar – where developing leaders is foundational to their approach 

to education – Sean, an educator at the school, mentioned the building of resilience when faced 
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with difficult circumstances in the backcountry (personal communication, December 9, 2021). At 

all of the semester school programs, students are put in scenarios that require grit and 

determination. The outdoors provide extraordinary opportunities and settings in which students 

can be pushed to challenge themselves. As Jake noted, traditional high schools do not always 

take advantage of opportunities to get their students outside in the same manner (personal 

communication, November 19, 2021). Because of a myriad of factors, including the number of 

students and more clearly defined standards, this is not surprising. However, even though many 

high schools are not situated in rural settings or tucked away in the mountains, there are green 

spaces that are accessible to them — whether they are in the suburbs or in New York City.   

Giving traditional high schools the freedom and time to utilize their outdoor spaces is 

complicated by multiple factors: class sizes, the brevity of class periods, the rigid schedules that 

they follow, standardized testing and curricula, and transportation to and from these spaces (even 

if they are on or near school grounds). In an interview with Ray, an administrator at HMI, he 

reflected on how traditional schools might better be able to have students connect with their 

place (personal communication, November 19, 2021):  

Whether that's New York City, or whether that's a rural area, you know, what does your 

region have to offer, and can you connect students? . . . Can you create outdoor 

opportunities that work for your region? And that's going to look really different for a 

school in Denver than a school in Baltimore, but, you know, what outdoors are around 

you? You know, can you offer trips? Is that a possibility? Just how can you connect 

students with nature, because there's so many benefits there and in a lot of school 

settings, students won't build those connections if it isn't organized through school. . . Just 

can you connect your students with nature, especially if you're based in a city.   
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Ray’s suggestions make it clear that it may not always be feasible to incorporate elements 

of outdoor education into the curriculum. His call for getting students outside is rooted largely in 

an emphasis on place-based and experiential education. This approach to education is enriched 

by direct exposure to the outdoors, but not required. Many students who choose to attend the four 

semester schools highlighted in this paper are enthused by the idea of learning in the outdoors, 

and have the means to seek out this opportunity. There are plenty of students at traditional high 

schools who have never had exposure to this kind of learning, and do not seek it out because they 

have never been given the opportunity. For many of those who have had the privilege of being 

exposed to these natural settings, the outdoors have proven to be a powerful place for 

development.   

Agency in Education: For Students and Educators  

High school can be exhausting — physically, emotionally, socially, and intellectually. 

Surrounded by adolescents who are undergoing similar changes but on a different timeline, 

plenty of students – and teachers – are set up for confusion. Academically, students lose interest 

relatively quickly. A meta-analysis conducted on adolescent burnout in high schools found that 

this exhaustion was also related to numerous mental health concerns (Walburg, 2014). When 

asked why they wanted to attend a semester school program, numerous participants verbalized a 

desire for a change of pace:  

I guess personally, within me, there was a motivation, a desire to experience a different 

education system because I had been at my school since kindergarten (Caleb, personal 

communication, December 2, 2021).   

There’s no path for your life. And you can always do crazy things that aren’t what you’re 

supposed to be doing and you can still end up growing a lot. And then I also think I 
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learned a lot about how academic success isn't just about grades or like being in a school 

setting (Sydney (pseudonym), personal communication, December 2, 2021).   

Why not do something new? . . . And I knew that it would be a really good break from 

the routine of high school and a way to access a different part of myself, which turned out 

to be pretty true (Emmy, personal communication, December 2, 2021).  

These three students were fortunate enough to be aware of educational opportunities 

outside of the typical high school routine in which they were feeling trapped. Very few students, 

however, have knowledge of these opportunities or the means to take advantage of them. 

Allowing a teenager to design their own academic journey is uncommon, but it may help prevent 

burnout and boredom in the classroom. On the other hand, this privilege may come at the 

expense of more traditional academic endeavors that could benefit students in the educational 

system in which they will likely continue. Several participants who attended semester programs 

noted that their time spent on campus felt more like summer camp than it did school. Emmy, 

who attended Chewonki, said “it was summer campy and I very much could not have done it for 

more than four months” (personal communication, December 2, 2021). Charlie, who also spent a 

semester at Chewonki, felt similarly (personal communication, December 13, 2021):   

School didn’t seem like the most important thing when you were there. It was more of 

like participating in the community was emphasized than school. So, there'll be times that 

we wouldn't have classes because nobody was feeling it. . . More of like, let's relax and 

build community and stuff.  

It is difficult to discern whether this feeling was a result of the school’s structure, the 

student’s attitude, or a combination of the two. Furthermore, it may be difficult for students at 

semester programs to distinguish what is “academic,” and what is not. Based on a dictionary 



 36 

definition, “academic,” means “of, relating to, or associated with an academy or school 

especially of higher learning” (Merriam-Webster, 2022). Most students coming to semester 

school programs have only ever been exposed to the stereotypical school subjects in the 

classroom. For that reason, students at semester schools may not consider the type of learning 

that takes place there to be academic. Charlie’s comment highlights this confusion, and an 

important part of the teenage mind that cannot be ignored. It is not unreasonable that some 

adolescents would rather play than sit in a classroom. And if students at semester schools have 

this mentality, it is easy to understand how they may overlook the academic value and 

uniqueness of their situation.   

The ability to take ownership of one’s education is a relatively foreign concept for many. 

Whether thinking about which school one will attend, the classes they will take, or the teachers 

with whom they will work, it is common that students do not have control over these facets of 

their education until they go to college — if they go to college at all. Many of the participants 

who wanted to experience a different educational approach went into the semester they spent at 

their respective programs with enthusiasm and curiosity. Their responses implied that this 

positive attitude towards learning in a school setting was new for many of them. If agency in the 

type of learning one does will promote greater engagement in the classroom, then why are more 

schools not addressing this? Dr. Lynell Powell, an educator of over two decades, argues that “our 

educational system is not designed for students to experience true agency, that is, the freedom to 

choose what to learn and how to learn it” (Powell, n.d., as cited in Ferlazzo, 2019). Instead, 

Powell mentions how changes in “voice, choice, engagement, motivation, ownership, purpose, 

and self-efficacy" will all help students “move toward taking greater responsibility for their 

learning” (Powell, n.d., as cited in Ferlazzo, 2019). Those interviewed as a part of this research, 
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both students and educators, touched on many of these issues in regards to their academic and 

social experience in schools. While Powell may be right in her assessment of the state of student 

choice in our current education system, semester programs are somewhat of an exception — at 

least when compared to most schools.   

Teachers play an essential role in helping their students take ownership of their 

education. Educators make active decisions on a daily basis that encourage or prevent students 

from being masters of their own learning. At semester schools, where teachers have small 

classrooms and get to know their students well, they have the opportunity to prioritize the needs 

of their students. In addition, many teachers are cognizant of the fact that most of their students 

rarely have opportunities to take ownership of their education. When asked what comes to mind 

when thinking about the students at Alzar, Sean, an educator at the program, said that “they’re 

motivated. . . they’re looking for something more from their education” (personal 

communication, December 9, 2021). Ray, an administrator at HMI, responded to the same 

question by saying (personal communication, November 19, 2021):   

It's driven students who want to take control of high school, because every single one of 

them had to apply. They had to, you know, take this extra step . . . to apply for this thing, 

and write these essays, and look for teacher recommendations, and then decide that I 

want to do it. But that creates the coolest community of people who are all opting in. So, 

if you think about every school in America, they're all places that you just have to be, and 

even if I go to the best school in America, it's like you still just got to go. You got to go 

every single day for four years, except for semester schools, because every student 

chooses to be there, and that means the buy in is very high. The desire for students to 

make the most of the experience is very high. So, I just think of motivated students who 
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actually want to design their own high school experience, instead of just passively kind of 

letting high school happen to them.  

With this in mind, teachers at semester schools try to take the necessary steps to center 

the students and their interests in the classroom. Teaching a group of students who are motivated 

and invested in the material leads to a much different teaching and learning experience for both 

parties. In many high schools, where students may struggle to see the importance of the work 

they are doing, there might be pushback and questions as to why they have to memorize what 

they are asked to memorize. At semester school programs, these qualms seem to be put to rest 

with the nature of the subject matter itself. Students who choose to attend these programs 

recognize that the curriculum is unconventional, but they are often excited nonetheless — it is 

why they are there.   

Not only do students experience more flexibility in their academic pursuits at semester 

schools, but teachers are often free from designing their curriculum with a standardized test in 

mind. Kemi, an educator at the Mountain School, said this about the benefits of a semester-long 

program (personal communication, December 6, 2021):  

I think it has so much potential to be this kind of incubator for different educational 

models. I mean you can really experiment with so many things, especially because it's a 

semester school. So, if something doesn't really work, you just change it for the next 

semester. And you can be responsive to the students who come every semester. So maybe 

it's different, like you kind of curate for each group of students. 

As with teachers at semester schools, most teachers in traditional high schools have new 

students coming through their doors every year. Teachers in public school settings, however, are 

forced to follow more rigid curricula. These teachers may be able to adapt lessons to fit the needs 
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of their students, but content usually must remain mainstream. Furthermore, adjusting to the 

needs of the students is much easier in classrooms with ten students (which is often the case at 

semester schools), as opposed to twenty students or more (which is not uncommon in larger 

public high schools (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.)). The agency that educators 

experience in their physical or outdoor classrooms at semester schools has allowed them to 

center their teaching around both their interests and the interests of their students. For example, 

at HMI, they have eliminated timed assessments because the educators there do not feel that 

these assessments will prepare their students for the future (Danny, personal communication, 

November 18, 2021). Because most educational institutions must answer to numerous different 

constituencies, making decisions like this in a traditional school system is much more 

complicated.   
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Chapter 3: Community and Belonging at Semester Schools 

Building Community  

Operating as insular entities, semester schools develop a community that is tight-knit and 

exclusive to the people that are on the campus. "School community,” is a commonly used phrase 

that takes on many different meanings. In traditional public schools, parents, families, and 

organizations outside of the educational institution influence the academic and social spaces in 

which students and teachers find themselves. For better or for worse, the character of the 

communities in which said schools are established helps determine the social and academic 

impact of the institutions. As traditional schools work to develop the minds of the young citizens 

within these communities, it is clear that academic institutions also influence the functioning of 

society as a whole. There is a well-defined reciprocal relationship between schools and the 

communities in which they are situated. Semester schools are unique in that they, in some senses, 

are immune to the influence of the outside communities in which they are located. Students are 

constantly engaged in activities and learning on their specific campus — they rarely leave. And 

when they do, students often remain surrounded by people from their program. Although 

semester schools work to prepare their students to be active members of their communities back 

home, these semester-long programs are able to dedicate their energy to the development of an 

independent community within their institutions.  

With various conceptions of “school community,” there are often different ideas as to 

who is included in this community, what purpose this sense of community serves, and how it is 

developed. For some, a sense of community is of utmost importance in the education process. In 

their article about Indigenous Knowledge Systems and a teacher training program, educators 

Bryan McKinley Jones Brayboy and Emma Maughan (2009) describe the ways in which 



 41 

Indigenous Knowledge Systems center the community when considering what knowledge is 

valuable. They write the following about Indigenous people who are participating in the teacher 

training program: “these individuals also mentioned that teachers needed to show schoolchildren 

the ways in which their learning helps the entire community and how the curriculum relates to 

their daily lives” (Brayboy & Maughan, 2009, p. 7-8). Although the relationship between 

Indigenous Knowledge Systems and the structure of semester school programs is not necessarily 

causal, nor did any educators mention Indigenous Knowledge Systems by name, the approach to 

education and knowledge in Indigenous Knowledge Systems is implicitly employed at the four 

outdoor-oriented semester programs to a certain extent. Through the structures put in place by 

the teachers, and the programs as a whole, students are given the opportunity to recognize how 

their knowledge and responsibilities impact other people. 

Unlike many high schools, especially larger public schools in which students only spend 

a few specified hours per day in the building, semester programs build and maintain small, 

intentional, intimate environments. However, also unlike many high schools, these students 

know that their time together is limited. With roughly fifty like-minded students gathering in 

remote areas of the country, the vast majority of whom have never met or heard of each other, 

these programs are carefully established with this dynamic in mind. This means that the social 

and emotional well-being of students must be foremost. Danny, an educator at the High 

Mountain Institute (HMI), described community building within these programs (personal 

communication, November 18, 2021): 

Well, I think you have to be pretty intentional about it. . . At HMI, we only have four 

months, right? But we teach kids conflict resolution tools where they have to share both 

the behaviors and impacts that people have on each other. And we try really hard to say, 
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“Hey, if I’ve got feedback for you, it’s not about you as a person, but it’s about behaviors 

that I find frustrating or difficult” . . . I think it was the intentionality of teaching skills 

that allow relationships to form, being present enough to see when conflict existed, and 

being committed enough to the development of our kids to ask them to use [the skills]. 

And that’s how education becomes experiential . . . and all of those things accelerate the 

development of a community and the development of trust between people, but you have 

to be very intentional about it.  

Oliver, a student who attended HMI, also reflected on the intentional steps that the 

program took to ensure all students felt welcomed and contributed to the community as a whole 

(personal communication, December 3, 2021). This included whole-program runs in the 

mornings, dodgeball games, and communal meals among many other structured events. 

Furthermore, Oliver highlighted numerous built-in aspects of HMI that made this community 

development slightly more natural (personal communication, December 3, 2021):  

They had a term that they used a lot, it was an “intentional community,” which I really 

liked because, you know, I mean, when you're in high school, regardless of what high 

school you go to, people are there because they have to be there for the most part. . . But 

this one, people are there because they wanted to be there, and they wanted to experience 

that, and they wanted to be at that setting. 

This feeling that Oliver experienced, one of students being interested and invested in an 

academic experience, reemphasizes the importance of student agency in learning environments. 

Many of the students and educators interviewed for this research commented on the value of 

having buy-in from those in the community: students, faculty, staff members, everyone. When 

students are given the choice to continue their academic careers in settings by which they are 
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enthused, their willingness to engage in all parts of that learning community increases. While 

semester programs are dissimilar from traditional high schools in many other ways, the fact that 

students are opting into this environment certainly helps set the groundwork for the development 

of a powerful experience. As Oliver noted, this is not guaranteed at traditional schools. 

Furthermore, the teachers at semester schools are choosing to opt into these programs in a similar 

manner. Living in an isolated environment with dozens of teenagers is not for the faint of heart, 

but as John Dewey (1938) made clear, educators play an essential role in addressing the needs of 

every student and in creating an inclusive space:  

The principle that development of experience comes about through interaction means that 

education is essentially a social process. This quality is realized in the degree in which 

individuals form a community group. It is absurd to exclude the teacher from 

membership in the group. As the most mature member of the group he has a peculiar 

responsibility for the conduct of the interactions and intercommunications which are the 

very life of the group as a community . . . The tendency to exclude the teacher from a 

positive and leading share in the direction of the activities of the community of which he 

is a member is another instance of reaction from one extreme to another. . . When 

education is based upon experience and educative experience is seen to be a social 

process, the situation changes radically (p. 65-66). 

At semester school programs, teachers and administrators not only make the conscious 

decisions to help develop structures that create a strong sense of community, but they play an 

integral part in the maintenance of the community once it has been formed. As Dewey noted, in 

many traditional school environments, educators can be neglected in the formation of these 

communities. Oftentimes, even the students themselves do not have a say in how these 
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communities are formed. In communities where parents are involved in the school system, it is 

often wealthy white parents who dominate in that setting. As demonstrated in the podcast Nice 

White Parents (Joffe-Walt & Snyder, 2020), parents manipulate the structure of school systems 

to benefit themselves, their children, and those that look like them.  

In some ways, semester schools are immune to the influence of anyone outside of the 

immediate community, at least in terms of building community. Students learn to manipulate and 

navigate their academic and social environments without the support of their parents or 

caregivers. The parents who frequently vocalize their displeasure and influence decisions in the 

school systems within their own communities are not given the same platform at semester 

schools. However, while they may not have the direct support of their parents while attending a 

semester school, many of the students – those who are white and wealthy – have likely been 

taught by their parents to advocate for themselves (Calarco, 2018). As a result, many students at 

semester schools are socialized to do what they can to gain an advantage over their classmates. 

To account for this, many of the semester programs implement carefully tailored events and 

activities to appeal to the entire student body. The goal of these activities is to create spaces in 

which everyone feels that they can be seen.  

The majority of the participants, both students and educators, mentioned the importance 

of activities designed for the purpose of bringing the entire school together. A meta-analysis that 

assessed the effectiveness of “whole school interventions,” determined that this approach 

resulted in improved “social and emotional adjustment” among other areas of growth (Goldberg 

et al., 2019). A “whole school approach . . . involves coordinated action between three 

interrelated components: (i) curriculum, teaching, and learning; (ii) school ethos and 

environment; (iii) family and community partnerships” (Goldberg et al., 2019). Although 
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semester programs may be void of the “family and community partnerships,” they find these 

connections within the communities they are building amongst themselves. Kemi, an educator at 

the Mountain School, spoke about the ways in which the program works to cultivate community 

on a large scale in such a brief period of time (personal communication, December 6, 2021):  

We have these Friday night activities. It’s an expectation that people attend it . . . it’s 

usually centered around an activity that helps us get to know each other. Towards the 

beginning, it’s usually lighter stuff, I don’t know, just telling each other where we are 

coming from and all of this. And then, as they build trust towards the end, that’s when it’s 

more about . . . social issues and things like that that apply to them both where they’re 

coming from and at the Mountain School.  

Kemi went on to explain how the program utilizes a common curriculum, in which 

students are required to take certain classes, and meetings that require attendance from everyone 

at the school, to establish a feeling of community. In this sense, the Mountain School takes a 

whole school approach when it comes to community building, making efforts to develop this 

cohesion through the curriculum and through the environment. All four of the programs 

highlighted in this research hold school-wide activities on a regular basis. These are designed to 

let students air their grievances about problems within the program, and to provide students and 

teachers the opportunity to engage with each other in social, nonacademic environments. 

For some students, navigating the social and academic scene at these programs is not 

always an easy task, especially when forced to interact with everyone on campus — classmates 

and adults. For these individuals, finding a social space in which they feel comfortable may be a 

bit more complicated. Multiple participants – both educators and students – named a valuable 

structural aspect of semester school programs that helps mitigate this overwhelming feeling: 
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creating spaces for interaction with a more intimate group. The idea of establishing smaller 

groups within the larger community (that of the entire program) was common across several of 

the semester school programs. Ray, an administrator at HMI, said the following about how the 

program takes advantage of the formation of these smaller groups that may bond more easily 

(personal communication, November 19, 2021):  

The expeditions really help, you know, that's unique to HMI. They're on three trips that 

are ten to sixteen days long, and everyone who goes on a backpacking trip with you 

you're going to become close with, you're just going to really get to know them in an 

intimate way. So, over the course of three trips, you might get to know more than half of 

the students at HMI really well. Then you have your cabin, that's seven or eight students 

you become really close with. You have an advisory of four to six students that's another 

tight community, you have a cook crew where two or three times a week, you are in the 

kitchen with that cook crew cooking, cleaning. So, each of these micro-communities 

lends to a more cohesive macro-community, and then we also do a lot of steps with the 

entire cohort. 

Ray’s answer was in response to a question about the development of community as a 

whole. Clearly, he had observed that there is value in taking smaller steps towards building a 

larger community. Andrew, an educator at Chewonki, shared a similar sentiment (personal 

communication, January 6, 2022):  

I would say sometimes you have breakthroughs in the buy-in with individual students or 

particular communities. Maybe you have an excellent backcountry trip. Okay, maybe you 

can build from that. Or the whole semester is feeling bad, but your history class is killing 

it. And again, you can sort of expand from that. Or your advisee relationships, those are 
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strong, so maybe you can use those as leverage to help with a different relationship. And 

I think I have a better understanding of how those pieces connect and interlock now.  

It makes sense that staff members who are tasked with curating this specific experience 

for fifty new high school students every semester are aware of these “micro-communities.” After 

semesters of practice, these experts not only notice the formation of these communities, but 

utilize them for the purpose of extending that sense of belonging to the community at large. 

However, what may be more surprising, is that several students were able to recognize the 

formation and benefits of these smaller communities in the short period of time that they were 

there.  

I think they did a good job of helping you create like subcommunities in the sense that, 

for example, we had our cabins that we lived in . . . and so like, you got really close with 

your cabin. And so that was about, it was about seven people in my cabin. Other cabins 

had more like eight or nine. There was no, um, like there were no adults basically. . . So, 

you kind of administered everything yourself. Which was really fun. Um, and it made 

you closer to your group. And then, also, you had these subgroups because we went on 

these expeditions which were these big like twenty-day backpacking trips and the groups 

you had there, you get very close with as well. That was another eight to ten people as 

well, and they were generally different than the people in your cabin. I think generally 

they tried to do that. And so, you had these kinds of groups, subgroups, and then that 

could help in that you have more of a base, but then you just became close with other 

people (Oliver, personal communication, December 3, 2021).  

The value in these “micro-communities,” as Ray referred to them, or “subgroups,” as 

Oliver called them, was certainly apparent to all parties involved. It is interesting to consider 
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whether Oliver noticed the establishment of these groups while he was at HMI, or if it was only 

upon further reflection. Regardless, by offering students ample opportunities to engage with their 

peers in various settings, semester programs set their students up for a feeling of inclusion and 

social success. As Oliver mentioned, there is a specific time and place in which students at 

semester school programs often have a significant amount of unstructured space to interact with 

one another — in their living spaces (personal communication, December 3, 2021). 

For some students attending semester school programs, sharing a bedroom, a study space, 

and a bathroom is not new. These students arrived at these programs having attended boarding 

schools the prior semester, or having gone to sleepaway camp over the summer. But for others, 

this is an entirely new experience. Many of the programs are structured such that there are 

several students sharing a room in a cabin, a yurt, or a smaller building similar to a dormitory. In 

some cases, educators live in the same buildings or in nearby cabins, but in others, they will 

leave near campus in their own homes or apartments. Often, students are left to fend for 

themselves. Charlie, a student who attended Chewonki, recalled the time spent in his cabin 

fondly (personal communication, December 13, 2021):  

We had no technology, and you didn't have desks in your room, so the second that we 

had to be in our cabins at like 10:00pm or 10:30pm, you're not doing work. You might 

play some games or do something stupid. That's pretty much it. That was the most fun. 

Charlie, who went to a boarding school prior to and following his time at Chewonki, 

noted the difference between the two experiences. At his boarding school, he said that teachers 

were constantly “breathing down your neck” (Charlie, personal communication, December 13, 

2021). At semester programs, where he felt that students are given more academic and social 

agency, they can build their own community more naturally. As an educator, Andrew saw value 
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in letting students live this way while also being there to witness it (personal communication, 

January 6, 2022):  

I think the fact that the adults and the students all live here and interface with one another 

on so many levels, not just in the classroom but also on those backcountry trips . . . 

there’s so many opportunities to connect and build relationships . . . We don’t stay in the 

cabins with them, and so there’s this pretty big expectation of trust that they’re going to 

behave themselves.  

Andrew explained that this does not always go smoothly, but that the approach they have 

taken to trust and discipline only lends itself to further community building. Other educators 

touched on the importance of trust in these specific settings, especially when hoping to develop a 

welcoming environment in such a short period of time. The importance of trust at semester 

schools will be expanded upon in the following chapter. The preceding comments highlight the 

fact that high school students have lives, interests, and personalities outside of the classroom, all 

of which their teachers are often unaware. Students and educators both lose a tremendous 

amount as they often lack the opportunity and willingness to see one another as whole people. 

By encouraging certain kinds of dialogue between students and teachers in schools, specifically 

conversations about emotion, self-expression can become commonplace (Baraldi, 2008). 

Semester schools, and other academic institutions at which students and educators interact 

frequently outside of the classroom, have ample time and space to encourage and witness student 

self-expression. For some, however, this constant engagement can be taxing.  

In most traditional high schools, teenagers are afforded a certain amount of privacy. They 

return to their homes after the school day and are free from the constant judgment from their 

similarly insecure classmates. Because students at semester school programs live, eat, and play 
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with one another, they do not have access to that same escape. Even for the participants who 

went to boarding schools prior to attending their semester school, the latter was a much more 

intimate and exhausting experience (Emmy, personal communication, December 2, 2021). When 

responding to a question about whether semester schools could function as a four-year program, 

Emmy, a student who attended Chewonki, said (personal communication, December 2, 2021):  

I think it could be. I just think for people to be mentally well there would need to be built-

in structures or spaces where people could have personal space. You’re very much on all 

the time. But if there were resources to help with that, and take you away from it when 

you need to, I think that could be doable. 

Ellie (pseudonym), a participant who attended HMI, shared similar concerns about how 

the lack of privacy and being constantly surrounded by people of the same age can lead to mental 

health complications (personal communication, December 3, 2021). Certainly, residential 

schools offer students and faculty a unique opportunity to engage with one another in a non-

academic setting, but this intimacy may be overwhelming for some students — even those who 

have previously experienced similar environments. Because this residential structure does not 

work for everyone, it is important to think about the ways in which all schools can build equally 

collaborative and connected learning and social environments.  

Living in community is valued in many parts of the world. The United States does not 

cherish this collectivism the way that some other countries do. Pierre Bourdieu, a French 

sociologist, argues that schools reproduce the social structure that already defines society 

(Jenkins, 2002). This theory highlights the relationship between the school system and society as 

a whole, and for that reason, it is easy to recognize why many traditional high schools lack a 

sense of community. Students are socialized only to be concerned with their own well-being and 



 51 

success in school — they have to get ahead of their peers. As students leave schools and enter 

the workforce, many carry this mentality with them. Without taking intentional steps to cultivate 

community, traditional high schools will struggle to get their students out of the individualistic 

mindset in which they have been raised.  

Communal Work  

Few students who attend traditional high schools need to perform manual labor on a daily 

basis to heat their rooms, feed their classmates, and keep their schools running. Many semester 

school programs are unique in this sense. A complaint that many high schoolers verbalize is that 

they cannot recognize the applicability of the work that they are doing. What is the point of 

learning calculus when I will never use it in the future? While these concerns mostly revolve 

around their academic endeavors, it is clear that students feel that their work at school is separate 

from their work outside of the classroom. Alden, an educator at the Mountain School, noted how 

strengthening the connection between the learning done in and out of the classroom is an integral 

part of the work that is done at the Mountain School (personal communication, December 9, 

2021): 

I mean, our mission is to get to know a place and take care of it, and I think that's pretty 

distinctive. I don't know of other schools that have that particular mission. There are two 

prongs to it. One is to take care of a place, and the other is to reach beyond the self and 

work for common good. . . And then trying to work for the betterment of something 

that's, not just for yourself, but also for something beyond the self is so critical to so 

many problems that we need to solve in the world. So, I like being part of an institution 

that's engaged in that work. 
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This work, and approach to education, addresses the development of both the students 

themselves, and the sense of community these students hope to establish within the program. By 

requiring that students complete non-academic work that affects everyone on their campus, 

semester programs create structures in which each individual recognizes the contributions they 

make. This helps hold the students accountable. Across the four programs, students might be 

required to clean their living areas and bathrooms, harvest vegetables from the farm, or take 

turns cooking food for one another. In doing so, students feel important. In a study conducted in 

experiential education courses at a university in Canada, many students “identified that they felt 

a heightened sense of accountability given they were engaged in a community-based project that 

had ‘real’ implications for individuals outside the university” (Breunig, 2017, p. 12). In a sense, 

learning and living at a semester school program is one big community-based project. The tasks 

that students complete have “real” implications for everyone else in the community. Not only 

does this kind of work impact the other people on campus, but the work in and of itself helps 

establish a sense of community. Students from each of the four programs noted how doing this 

work led to the formation of relationships and community as a whole.  

We had something called work program where you get assigned to some sort of work to 

be done. Usually, it's physical labor on the farm. Sometimes it's cooking in the kitchen or 

helping people with tasks, and you get assigned groups through that. That was a great 

way to get really close. Cause you're paired with random people and then you're chopping 

wood for four hours and you're like, okay, I guess we’re best friends now (Emmy, 

personal communication, December 2, 2021). 

In doing this work, students were given the opportunity to connect with the land they 

inhabited by using the resources available to them, while also interacting with their fellow 
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classmates. In a pure form of place-based education, these teenagers were able to grow 

intellectually and socially outside of a traditional classroom. This personal growth and 

commitment to providing for others helped cultivate a welcoming community. Additionally, 

educators were often doing the same work alongside the students. For students, this 

demonstrated the ways in which teachers at these programs were equally invested in, and part of, 

the community.  

[The teachers] felt very much a part of the community. They would do chores, they 

would eat with us, there was a lot of just like downtime during the day . . . so during the 

downtime they would just hang out with us (Ethan (pseudonym), personal 

communication, November 18, 2021).  

Educators at these programs are not just there for academic purposes. All of the work that 

they do in and out of the classroom is intentional. By providing examples of how to care for the 

land, the school, and the other people that are there, teachers and administrators at these four 

programs are essential to the communities that are built every single semester.  

In traditional high schools, because of the influence of people and organizations outside 

of the school, it is more challenging to build an intentional focus on the community into the 

curriculum. However, some four-year schools or individual teachers are still able to make it a 

priority. As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the meaning and role of community are 

slightly different in traditional high schools. Students return to their homes every night, they 

spend time with different people, religious groups, and organizations outside of school. 

However, building a sense of community in this larger context is equally important. In the 

Medford Public Schools in Medford, Massachusetts, the Center for Citizenship and Social 

Responsibility (CCSR) is designed to “develop responsible global leaders/citizens who will be 
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positive contributors to society and will work to combat important social issues” (Center for 

Citizenship and Social Responsibility, n.d.). Within this program, which operates within several 

schools in the Medford district, students take on projects intended to benefit their community. 

Unfortunately, for students to participate, it requires engagement outside of regular school hours, 

time that some students may not have. In semester school programs, educators are able to make 

these projects and activities foundational to the work that they do. Why then, should traditional 

schools not be given the flexibility to do the same? With hundreds of students involved with the 

CCSR, and many teachers serving as advisors, it is clear that this kind of work is appealing to 

many. Ultimately, it comes down to a question of not only what traditional schools value in the 

education that they provide, but how influential a public school can and should be in a student’s 

life.  

Semester school programs are afforded pedagogical and social freedom that most 

traditional public high schools are not. This is especially true when it comes to the number of 

people that schools have to take into consideration when making various challenging decisions. 

For that reason, it is difficult and unfair to directly compare semester schools to traditional high 

schools. Helping students build and maintain community when there are no other social outlets is 

much different from doing so when students spend no more than thirty-five hours a week with 

their classmates. The purpose of this research was not to determine if one format is inherently 

more formative than the other, but to highlight the differences in their approach. In addition, if 

students in academic settings are not tasked with work that requires them to recognize how they 

are benefitting one another, they may lack a sense of community and purpose.  

John Dewey (1938) criticized traditional schools when he wrote that “the school was not 

a group or community held together by participation in common activities” (p. 60). In the 
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schools of which Dewey (1938) was a proponent, he wrote “the primary source of social control 

resides in the very nature of the work done as a social enterprise in which all individuals have an 

opportunity to contribute and to which all feel a responsibility” (p. 61). Both students and 

educators at semester schools spoke about the ways in which they felt a responsibility for others 

in the programs. Reflections from several students certainly do not represent the experience of 

everyone, but if all students are able to recognize value in the work that they are asked to do on a 

daily basis, academic work may be appealing to many more students. 
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Chapter 4: Student-Teacher Relationships at Semester Schools 

Caleb, a student who attended the Mountain School, when asked what first comes to his 

mind when he reflects on his semester in Vershire, Vermont, said (personal communication, 

December 2, 2021):   

Relationships. That's definitely one of the standout features of my time at the Mountain 

School. Even within the first two weeks, I recognized that I was forming relationships 

and bonds with people that I've never felt before — after two weeks. And I wouldn't say 

we were inseparable, but I felt like I knew these people for so long, they knew me, we 

had created this bond that was so unique compared to what I was used to at my original 

high school.   

Caleb felt an almost instant connection with both his classmates and the adults on 

campus. In many traditional high school settings, students do not form the same kind of 

relationships with their teachers. For some students, the absence of these relationships may not 

interfere with their ability to grow. For other students, there are clear benefits to a strong student-

teacher relationship, even from a young age (Decker et al., 2007). In and out of the classroom, 

semester schools are deliberately structured to maintain a small student-to-teacher ratio. Students 

have ample opportunities to engage with their educators. Not only is the frequency of student-

teacher collaboration at semester schools unique, but the nature of these interactions is varied as 

well. In order to better conceptualize the formation and development of these relationships, it is 

necessary to understand who it is that attends these semester school programs, and who works at 

them.   

Of the students interviewed for this research, all but one were white, and more than half 

attended a private high school prior to and following their semester at one of the semester school 
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programs. This sample is quite representative of the students who have historically attended 

semester schools. This is, in large part, due to the substantial cost of attending a semester school 

program. For this reason, many semester schools have established relationships with various 

private schools in order to actively recruit students from those institutions. Ray, an administrator 

at the High Mountain Institute (HMI), talked about student recruitment (personal 

communication, November 19, 2021):   

When I arrived, I . . . inherited an aggressive focus on recruiting at private schools, and I 

think that that came from the history of our school being a younger school. Working to 

make sure that you could pay the bills. You know, when our school was founded, it was 

really just this question of can we get enough full-pay students to operate as a school? So, 

I think that was a little bit the model I inherited and since then, we've really diversified 

our recruiting pipelines.   

Ray later explained that, in order to tap into a different student population, HMI 

representatives are visiting more public schools than they used to. This seems to be possible 

because HMI is more financially stable than it was when it first opened, but it is also clear that 

the program is actively trying to provide opportunities for students from different 

backgrounds. Alden, an educator and administrator at the Mountain School, also spoke about the 

significant changes to the student body within the program in recent years (personal 

communication, December 9, 2021):   

[The students] used to come more or less from the same place. . . But I think what's 

different now is that it used to be, when I came here, mostly private school students. Now 

it’s about half private and half public. It's about half [full] tuition paying, about half on 

financial aid. It's about half white students, half BIPOC students. Although those halves 
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don't necessarily overlap. I mean, it's not like the public school students or the financial 

aid students are also the BIPOC students, it's all enmeshed differently. So, it's a much 

more diverse school than it used to be, and there's been a concerted effort toward that 

diversity. And what we're working on now so hard is making sure that the school, that 

inadvertently was built for whiteness, is actually reengineered to support everyone.    

To make these changes, educators at the Mountain School explained how they have 

worked to revamp the curriculum and other structures in order to center the voices of 

marginalized groups. Whether in full-school meetings or in the classroom, the Mountain School 

is committed to having intentional discussions about racial dynamics in the country and within 

the program.   

Regardless of recent efforts to attract students of different backgrounds, the students who 

were interviewed for this research frequently mentioned the homogeneity of the student bodies at 

these programs. For some, the racial and socioeconomic make-up of their respective semester 

school was comparable to that of their sending high school; for others, it was unusual and 

uncomfortable to be in such a white and affluent space. When reflecting on their experience, 

some students noted that the overwhelming whiteness of their program occasionally made 

discussions about race feel inauthentic. This issue was further complicated by the racial make-up 

of the educators that facilitated these discussions. However, it is unlikely that this experience was 

much different from attempts to have the same conversations at homogenous sending schools. 

Future research should look at possible differences in these conversations at homogenous 

traditional high schools versus homogenous semester schools.   

The historical homogeneity of the student body at semester schools has also been 

reflected in the faculty and staff at the programs. The most notable similarities among the 
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educators at semester school programs are their race and their age. Although no exact data 

are available, based on the interviews conducted with students and educators, it became clear that 

many people who work at semester schools are relatively young, in comparison to teachers at 

other schools, and white. Additionally, teachers at semester schools often do not hold their 

positions for long. Sean, an educator at Alzar, offered a specific explanation for the younger 

educator population and constant teacher turnover within his program (personal communication, 

December 9, 2021):   

I think it's probably especially true at Alzar because of the demands of working in Idaho 

for a portion of the year, and in Chile for a portion of the year. It doesn't lend itself well 

to someone that, you know, has a family or even a partner that doesn't work at the school. 

. . And so, a word we use to describe them often is they’re sort of like “post-nomadic 

educators.” So, folks who got out of college and then they, I don't know, maybe they 

went and worked internationally for a full year. . . and they're starting to say, I want to be 

a little bit more settled. That transitionary stage of life can be relatively short. Like we 

have an average, I think our teachers are with us like two and a half years. . .  An 

exceptional teacher might really love the lifestyle and be around for five years. But 

they're young, charismatic, they connect really well with the students, and I think they're 

drawn to the job because they are intellectually curious, and the academics are intriguing, 

and they love the outdoors.  

Teachers who are younger in age may relate to their students more easily, but there are 

additional steps that many semester schools take in order to break down the inherent power 

dynamic that often exists between students and teachers. When asked about the relationships 

with their teachers at their semester school versus the same relationships at their sending school, 
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many students who were interviewed mentioned one surface-level difference — using their 

teachers’ first names. While the participants did not explain exactly how this changed the 

dynamic between their teachers and them, it clearly made a lasting impact. Referring to teachers 

and classmates in the same manner may help students ignore the power dynamic that is usually 

present in the classroom. What also helps challenge this dynamic is the fact that teachers at these 

semester-long programs wear numerous hats. At all of the four semester schools, educators fill 

many roles in addition to being classroom teachers. As fellow learners, advisors, dorm parents, 

and backpacking and ski instructors, educators at these programs are not just seen as providers of 

academic material. Danny, an educator at HMI, thinks that having students interact with their 

teachers in different contexts is of the utmost importance (personal communication, November 

18, 2021):   

I think that, you know, it is the very nature of camping with students for long periods of 

time where you're hiking together for a ten-mile day, you're all sleeping on the ground, 

you’re all peeing in the woods. And I think our students have the opportunity to see us 

not only as teachers, but also to see us as human beings. And you're much more 

interested in building a relationship with a fellow human being than you are with 

someone who you see simply as an authority figure.  

For many of the student participants, even those who attended private boarding schools 

prior to their time at one of the four semester schools, seeing their teachers outside of the 

classroom was a foreign experience. At boarding schools, students felt that their relationships 

with educators were more adversarial. Although students and teachers interacted in various 

contexts at boarding schools, the hierarchy between student and teacher was still in place.  
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Jake, a student who attended the Mountain School, explained how the relationships with 

his teachers impacted his academic and social life while attending the program (personal 

communication, November 19, 2021):   

The faculty at the Mountain School are literally your parents, your friends, your teachers, 

and your absolutely everything. . . When you're doing work period, you're doing it with a 

teacher, on a Friday night when you guys are doing an activity. . . you're doing it with the 

teachers. If I had a math question at 8:30 p.m., I’d go to my dorm and use the phone there 

and call my math teacher, Sue, who lived in the dorm a quarter mile away. I would call 

her and ask her a math question. And then I also sat next to her at dinner and was just 

talking about whatever at dinner with her. And then the next morning during morning 

meeting, we're all equal at that meeting and she can speak and raise her hand to speak just 

as I can raise my hand to speak. So, it gets rid of that sort of complex of like professor-

student. It's a very deep relationship that you've formed with them.  

Based on the reflections of the student participants, it seems that the structure of the 

semester programs makes educators much more approachable and available. If teachers are more 

accessible to students, students and teachers may be more likely to form mutually beneficial 

connections with one another. And based on ample research, “high quality teacher-student 

relationships” are associated with “improved academic grades, classroom behavior, participation 

in school activities, and reduced school avoidance” (Quin, 2017, p. 349). With increased access 

to their teachers due to the residential nature of semester schools and the small class sizes, 

students may experience the benefits of high-quality student-teacher relationships. However, 

while students at semester schools may be afforded more opportunities to use their teachers as 

resources, not all students know how to use these relationships to their benefit.   
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For students who are not accustomed to asking their teachers for assistance, using them 

as sources of support may not come naturally.   

I think there's a distinction between me having access to that sort of relationship and me 

actually taking advantage of it. So, whereas at my original high school, I didn't really 

have access to that sort of relationship. And therefore, I didn't really experience it. But at 

the Mountain School, I did have that opportunity for, for intimacy, I guess, but I wasn't 

fully prepared to, I guess, exploit it (Caleb, personal communication, December 2, 

2021).   

Sociologist Jessica Calarco (2018) would argue that students of certain backgrounds may 

be more willing and able to “exploit” these relationships as Caleb said. Based on Calarco’s 

(2018) research, wealthier, white students are taught to use their teachers as personal resources. 

Even in classrooms full of students who need assistance, these students are more likely to expect 

and ask for help. Ironically, it is often these students who are also receiving support from their 

parents and other resources outside of school. As Caleb explained, if students attending semester 

schools have not been socialized to take full advantage of their relationships with teachers, 

adjusting to the student-teacher dynamic at these programs may be challenging. However, 

gaining experience in this setting – and recognizing that teachers are hired solely to support their 

students – may help shift how students approach relationships with their teachers upon returning 

to their sending high schools. At semester schools, if students are uncomfortable utilizing their 

teachers as resources in the classroom, they are given time and space to connect with all of the 

educators on campus. While semester schools may not explicitly teach their students about the 

benefits of a positive student-teacher relationship, structures are put in place to encourage the 

development of these bonds.   
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At most of the semester schools, students are assigned advisors that they do not have as 

academic teachers. Many of the interview participants, both students and teachers, explained that 

this was an intentional decision designed to provide students with a support system while 

allowing for even further undermining of the typical student-teacher power dynamic. As Kemi, 

an educator at the Mountain School, explained, “a lot of energy is spent on getting to know 

students and supporting them in a wide range of situations” (personal communication, December 

6, 2021). At semester school programs, where much of the learning occurs outside of the 

classroom, it is beneficial for students to feel connected to adults in non-academic spaces as well. 

When it comes to experiential learning, John Dewey (1938) argues that:  

A primary responsibility of educators is that they not only be aware of the general 

principle of the shaping of actual experience by environing conditions, but that they also 

recognize in the concrete what surroundings are conducive to having experiences that 

lead to growth. Above all, they should know how to utilize the surroundings, physical 

and social, that exist so as to extract from them all that they have to contribute to building 

up experiences that are worth while (p. 35).   

With opportunities for students to establish relationships with various faculty members in 

different settings, it is likely that each student will find an adult on campus who can fill the role 

that Dewey mentions. It may be that a student goes to one adult for academic needs and a 

different one for their social needs, but based on the interviews conducted with educators at the 

different programs, it is apparent that each adult on campus is actively working to curate the 

most formative experiences for each student. In social and academic settings, the educators at 

these programs try to understand the interests and needs of their students in order to provide 

them with an experience that will best help them grow. Whether that means spending Friday 
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afternoons in the field with a student who “was super excited about playing football” (Andrew, 

personal communication, January 6, 2022), or having students over for “tea in their living room” 

(Emmy, personal communication, December 2, 2021), educators at semester schools work to 

“provide so many opportunities for the students to authentically engage with their teachers” 

(Sean, personal communication, December 9, 2021). By designing space for these relationships 

to develop in and out of the classroom, semester school programs also help establish trust 

between students and teachers.   

Trust, as defined by Mayer et al. (1995, as cited in Shooter et al., 2010), is “the 

willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation 

that the other will perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability 

to monitor or control that other party.” In the interviews conducted for this research, numerous 

educators spoke about the importance of establishing this trust with their students. Sean, an 

educator at Alzar, noted that (personal communication, December 9, 2021):   

These students have so much facetime with [their teachers], and so much facetime 

outside of that traditional classroom. They have lunch together, they ride a chairlift skiing 

together. And we really see that impact take hold after students have been on that first 

two-week expedition with teachers. Before that, I think there's a little natural, I don't 

know if distrust is the right word, but it's like, oh, you set up these boundaries with your 

teachers. And then those get broken down. We do little things too. . .We have mentor 

pairings. So, teachers each have three students, or four sometimes, that they meet with 

once a week for an hour, which is about the students’ kind of personal goals and 

development.  



 65 

Breaking down these barriers could have valuable outcomes when it comes to the 

development of the students’ knowledge. Based on research that Shooter et al. (2010) conducted 

on an outdoor leadership program, trust between the leaders of outdoor trips and the participants 

on those trips resulted in positive learning outcomes when it came to outdoor skills. Additional 

research highlights the benefits of trust in student-teacher relationships in classroom contexts, 

especially as it “contributed to students’ performance through school adjustment and academic 

motivation” (Lee, 2007, p. 209). However, while many of the educators who were interviewed 

for this research mentioned the development of trust, none of the student participants directly 

mentioned feeling a sense of trust.   

Students may not have explicitly stated that they trusted the educators at their semester 

schools, but the students’ responses hinted at a feeling of comfort and a willingness to be 

vulnerable with their teachers. Some students noted that the physical, mental, and emotional 

intensity of these programs resulted in the formation of relationships that are rare in other 

settings. Furthermore, because of the novelty of these spaces and relationships, many students 

are put in vulnerable positions in which they require support from the educators on campus. At 

semester schools, many students are forced out of their comfort zones and into, what 

psychologist Lev Vygotsky termed, a “zone of proximal development.” In this “zone,” students 

are able to collaborate with others who have more experience in order to develop their own 

knowledge. To an extent, working with another person while in this stage of development 

requires a great amount of trust. With this feeling of trust, students are provided a space in which 

they may be more willing to “take risks” (McDermott, 1977, as cited in Goldstein, 1999). For 

these risks to be taken, however, students also need to know that the adults on campus trust 

them.   
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Semester schools put structures in place to ensure that students feel that they are trusted 

by the educators, and that students and teachers are mutually reliant on one another. Andrew, an 

educator at Chewonki, spoke extensively about the approach to discipline at the program, and the 

ways in which it helps develop trust between students and teachers (personal communication, 

January 6, 2022):   

We don't stay in the cabins with them, and so there's a pretty big expectation of trust that 

they're going to behave themselves. I would say just about every semester there's some 

pushing against that that then leads to good community building through conversation. 

But we've chosen a disciplinary philosophy of restorative practice that is useful for that. 

Rather than X offense leads to Y punishment, it leads with questions. What happened? 

Why did you do it? Okay, now I understand you. And then, who is impacted by this?. . 

.You know, so there's some generative aspect and creative aspect there. 

Andrew went on to describe how building this trust may take time because students are 

coming from places in which they may have drastically different relationships with authority 

figures. Taking a restorative approach to discipline may help demonstrate to students that the 

educators at the school are there to help them grow, and not “out to get them” (Andrew, personal 

communication, January 6, 2022).   

In traditional high school settings, where classes are larger and students rarely see their 

teachers for more than fifty minutes, student-teacher relationships take a much different shape. 

Furthermore, in academic settings where different educators hold differing opinions as to 

whether or not there should be an established hierarchy between students and teachers, students 

may be uncomfortable approaching their teachers. Having educators hold multiple positions 

within an institution – advisor, mentor, coach, expedition leader – gives students unique 
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opportunities to see their teachers as real people. And in return, educators can see the 

personalities of their students outside of the classroom. By creating these opportunities and 

providing social and academic spaces for people to interact, semester schools may help promote 

the development of both students and teachers. At semester schools – where educators teach 

fewer students – both students and teachers are allowed to bring their own interests into the 

classroom and social spaces on campus. This structure allows everyone to participate in 

meaningful experiences with the support they need. In order to ensure that everyone reaps the 

benefits of having a positive student-teacher relationship, teachers need to make themselves 

available to all students, not just those who call for attention. Just as semester schools have done, 

traditional high schools should examine the ways in which they can structure themselves to 

provide teachers the time and space to build relationships with students without it being 

burdensome.  
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Conclusion 

Statistically, semester school programs serve an infinitesimal number of high school 

students across the country each year. The educational reach and pedagogical influence of these 

programs may not be widespread, but other academic institutions can look to them for guidance 

nonetheless. The approach to education that these programs take is rooted in a history of 

dissatisfaction with how traditional high schools prepare their students for the future. The four 

semester schools highlighted in this research, create – and constantly recreate – their curricula 

with experiential learning, place-based education, and the outdoors as their backbone. 

Additionally, semester-long programs prioritize the process of developing knowledge, instead of 

the content that students acquire. Traditional high schools should examine the ways in which 

their current pedagogy may place an emphasis on content learned, as opposed to the process of 

learning in and of itself. While this is certainly an issue that needs to be addressed on a larger 

scale, individual schools and classrooms can begin to think about the changes that they can make 

within the existing system.   

The Mountain School, the Maine Coast Semester at Chewonki, the High Mountain 

Institute, and Alzar all serve as unique educational opportunities for high school students who 

are looking to broaden their horizons. Although educators at all of these schools acknowledged 

the whiteness and affluence that have historically dominated their campuses, in recent years, the 

programs have begun to make active efforts to diversify their student and educator population. 

However, making these programs more accessible is complicated by their separation from 

traditional school systems and the financial challenges of housing fifty students and sending 

them on expeditions in the backcountry. As these programs continue to adapt their recruitment 

efforts, hopefully, they are able to address concerns regarding the cost of tuition as well. In the 
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meantime, semester programs should work to inform other schools about their educational 

philosophies. This research may help traditional schools and educators understand what students 

find meaningful in their educational experience. Not only can this research provide insight for 

educators and schools, but students can use this information to reflect on their own academic 

journeys as well. Have they been encouraged to develop their own knowledge in the classroom? 

Or are they simply memorizing and spitting out information that their teachers tell them? What 

do students ultimately want from their education?   

Semester schools differentiate themselves from many traditional high schools in that they 

make an active effort to provide formative, hands-on experiences for each individual student. 

Adhering to David Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning, semester schools allow for, and 

encourage, their students to reflect on the tasks they complete. By grounding the curriculum in 

the physical spaces that students inhabit, semester schools provide students with the opportunity 

to connect their learning to their lived experience. Based on the answers that students offered 

during their interviews, making these connections was not only invaluable to their investment in 

their own learning, but was relatively rare at their sending schools. In traditional high schools, 

even if students are only learning surrounded by the four walls of their classroom, a place-based 

education is still feasible. While this will require schools and educators to think about the ways 

in which they can use resources and spaces in their immediate surroundings to cover the 

academic material that is required, this is a worthwhile investment.   

The learning and living communities that form over the course of these semesters are of 

the utmost importance. By requiring collaboration and participation in academic settings, in the 

backcountry, in the kitchen, and/or in social settings, each semester school takes a distinctive 

approach to making their students feel indispensable on campus. As with their studies in the 
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classroom, students recognize the value of doing manual labor on campus. They see the 

immediate impact that it has on the people around them. Not only can these responsibilities help 

students develop empathy and other social-emotional skills, but it raises a much larger question 

of what skills and knowledge students should develop in schools. Should educational institutions 

stick to the traditional school subjects and assume that their students will develop non-academic 

skills elsewhere? Or is it the responsibility of the schools to help create young adults that can 

function in society, even if they are unable to solve every algebra problem?   

One of the most noticeable differences between semester school programs and traditional 

high school settings is the nature of the relationships that students and teachers develop with one 

another. The structures that semester schools put in place to help cultivate these transformative 

relationships should be taken into consideration by traditional high schools. Allowing students 

and teachers to interact in more informal settings, providing classroom environments in which 

students are given more individual attention, and taking steps to break down the student-teacher 

hierarchy that exists in the minds of many students and educators may have tremendous 

outcomes in traditional school settings. However, implementing these changes is certainly 

challenging in schools where funding is scarce. For these institutions to allow for more student-

teacher interaction, there need to be substantial shifts in the education system as a whole.   

The interviews conducted for this research raise numerous questions that could influence 

future research and spark more theoretical debate. Subsequent research should assess instances in 

which traditional high schools implement structures that are based on the approach that semester 

schools take to learning. Furthermore, longitudinal quantitative data should be analyzed to better 

understand who is, and who is not, attending semester school programs that are outdoor-oriented. 

Are the recruitment efforts put forth by these schools attracting students from different 
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backgrounds? Or are they still inaccessible to the vast majority of the high school aged 

population in the United States?   

The four semester school programs highlighted in this research make it clear that they 

want to expand upon what is typically taught in the classroom. They value sustainability and 

taking care of the land, they value leadership and self-sufficiency, they value community and 

relationships. Traditional academics are not ignored, but they are woven into the lives of students 

at these schools in a different manner. When students are given opportunities to develop 

knowledge through different activities, they come to recognize the importance of what they are 

doing. Creating this feeling in adolescents only fuels more curiosity. Semester school programs 

and traditional high schools differ in what they consider valuable knowledge. If the opinions of 

academic institutions continue to diverge on this matter, it may be challenging for traditional 

schools to learn from schools that take alternative approaches.   
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