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         December 8, 2017 
 
 
Dear Colleagues: 
 
This book includes 20 abstracts that will be presented at the 2018 American Camp Association 
(ACA) Research Forum to be held during the ACA annual conference in Orlando, FL from 
February 20-23. Twelve of these abstracts have been grouped into logical areas and will be 
verbally presented in four sessions. All abstracts will be on display as posters. 
 
The Research Forum has grown in quantity and quality over the past decade. ACA’s Committee 
for the Advancement of Research and Evaluation (CARE) has been instrumental in pushing this 
forum forward. Staff at ACA have been enthusiastically supportive including Amy Katzenberger 
and Melany Irvin. Sara Johnson, Jennifer Piatt, and Mat Duerden provided peer-reviewed 
external evaluations for the selection of these 20 abstracts.  
 
We look forward to presenting these papers at the 2018 Research Forum, but also recognize that 
many people cannot attend the annual meeting. We hope these 1500-word abstracts will provide 
information for those not able to attend. Please contact the authors if you have further questions. 
 
Best wishes, 

 
Ann Gillard, Ph.D. 
2018 ACA Research Forum Coordinator 
 
 
 
 
The proper way to cite these abstracts using APA 6th edition is: 
 
Author name(s). (2018). Title of abstract. 2018 American Camp Association Research Forum 

Abstracts (pp. x – x). Retrieved from http://www..... 
 
Example:  
Bennett, T. (2018). Investigating the effects of camp program quality on outcome achievement  

across gender and ethnicity. 2018 American Camp Association Research Forum 
Abstracts (pp. 4 - 6). Retrieved from http://www.... 
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MINDING THE GAP: AN EXPLORATION OF CAMP RESEARCHER AND CAMP 
PRACTITIONER APPROACHES TO ASSESS PARENT PERCEPTIONS OF 

DEVELOPMENTAL OUTCOMES 
Authors: Ryan Gagnon & Barry A. Garst, Clemson University. Contact Ryan Gagnon, 263 
Lehotsky Hall, Clemson SC 29634. rjgagno@clemson.edu 

 
Many out-of-school-time (OST) organizations aim to provide the best available tools, 

resources, and context necessary to ensure the youth they serve advance in their socioemotional, 
physical, and cognitive development. These organizations must also examine both how and if 
their desired outcomes are achieved and identify areas for improvement. In this evidence-driven 
pursuit, OST organizations, such as summer camps, are experiencing escalating levels of 
pressure from internal (e.g., program staff and participants) and external stakeholders (e.g., 
accreditors and funders) to demonstrate program efficacy utilizing the best available methods 
(Bialeschki & Sibthorp, 2011; Preskill & Boyle, 2008). More simply, it is no longer enough for 
youth-serving organizations to simply say they are achieving their goals, they now must 
articulate how this success was realized. Such an explanation often includes assessment 
processes used to measure progression toward targeted goals, the rationale for specific evaluation 
approaches, how conclusions of success were reached, and (arguably more importantly) where 
the organization fell short in the pursuit of success (Powers, Maley, Purington, Schantz, & 
Dotterweich, 2015). 

Correspondingly, an increase in the rigor of evaluation of camp programs is occurring, 
where the utilization of increasingly sophisticated analytic techniques is becoming normative 
(Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016). This intensification has enhanced camp researchers’ and 
practitioners’ understanding of their programmatic strengths and opportunities, the nuances of 
their programs, and how to better serve their constituents. Studies utilizing structural equation 
modeling (Garst & Gagnon, 2016), instrumental case studies (Povilatis & Tamminen, 2017), and 
photovoice elicitation (Bultas, Steurer, Balakas, Brooks, & Fields, 2015) have emerged within 
the camp literature. These studies have advanced our understanding of the programmatic and 
contextual factors that may influence developmental outcomes in youth. Paradoxically, the 
elevation in the sophistication of camp research has potentially expanded the gap between 
“researchers” and “practitioners,” as training in evaluation, data analysis, and visualization 
techniques can put more sophisticated techniques out of reach for practitioners with limited time 
and resources. Given this emerging gap, the purpose of this study was to compare a research 
based approach to a more practitioner friendly approach in addressing the same research 
question. Specifically, this study compares two methodological approaches to assess parent 
observations of youth socioemotional skill development resulting from their child’s camp 
participation.  

 The factors contributing to the “research and practice gap” are complex (e.g., competing 
funding demands, communication issues, lack of political support for research, trust); however, 
there are strategies to mitigate this divide. For example, training for early career researchers that 
reflects community centered approaches, “front-line” language (i.e., translation), and economic 
value communication can enhance the strength of research-practice partnerships (Mallonee, 
Fowler, & Istre, 2006). Furthermore, practitioner-centered toolkits with tailored resources to 
overcome common programmatic challenges and validated measurement tools can bridge the 
research-practice gap. However, a common toolbox deficit for many camp programs relates to 
the measurement tools available. Researchers have noted the ongoing need for valid “practitioner 
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friendly” outcomes measures reflecting both parent and camper perspectives (Gillard & Roark, 
2016; Sibthorp, Bialeschki, Morgan, & Browne, 2013). Reflecting this need, the current study 
explores the usage of two techniques to understand an identical research question. First, in the 
more practitioner-centered approach, paired sample t-tests were utilized to examine parent 
observations of change before and after camp across five dimensions (i.e., responsibility, 
exploration, self-regulation, attitude, and communication) of the Parental Perceptions of 
Developmental Outcomes (PPDO) scale (Garst & Gagnon, 2016). In the second approach, a 
structural equation modelling technique (SEM) was utilized, also exploring the same five 
dimensions of the PPDO before and after their child’s camp experience. Importantly, if 
comparable results are found despite the difference in methodological approach, this study could 
illustrate the usefulness of the PPDO to mitigate some of the pressures on practitioners 
associated with more advanced approaches such as SEM. 

Methods 
This study was conducted in the Summer of 2015 with two not-for-profit organizations 

operating 18 residential summer camps within the northeastern (12 camps) and southeastern (6 
camps) United States. Both organizations were selected due to their history of program 
assessment utilizing parents of campers. Camp sessions were residential, co-educational, lasting 
5-7 days, and targeted similar youth outcomes (i.e., responsibility, exploration, etc.) through the 
provision of activities including shooting sports, robotics, marine biology, and wilderness 
competence. Data were collected via an online survey administered through camper parent 
emails seven days after completion of their child’s camp experience which resulted in an overall 
response rate of 26.73% (N = 967). Next, the data were explored for outliers and measurement1 
issues which indicated acceptable measurement model fit, reliability, and validity. After data 
screening and measurement property analysis, the sample was randomly assigned to one of two 
analysis conditions: (1) composite paired samples t-tests (n = 526) or (2) latent (SEM) t-tests (n 
= 441) to determine if the differing samples and techniques yielded similar findings. 

Results 
 The paired sample t-tests (composite) indicated statistically significant (p ≤ .001) 
increases in all dimensions of the PPDO pre- to post-camp. Of the five factors tested, exploration 
indicated a medium effect size (d = .302), with self-regulation (d = .164), responsibility (d = 
.157), communication (d = .112), and attitude (d = .105) indicating small effect sizes (Cohen et 
al., 2003). Similarly, the latent paired sample t-tests (SEM) indicated significant (p ≤ .001) 
growth across all dimensions of the PPDO with responsibility (d = .135), self-regulation (d = 
.123), attitude (d = .073), communication (d = .107) indicating small effect sizes, and exploration 
(d = .329) indicating a medium effect size. More simply, near identical results were found in 
both the composite and latent approaches. 

Discussion 
The training and resources necessary for practitioners to evaluate the impact of the camp 

experience on youth outcomes continue to increase in their complexity. To support practitioner 
needs for valid measures requiring less analytical and interpretation resources, this study 
compared the results of two analytic approaches with the same research goal: To assess parent 
observations of youth socioemotional skill development resulting from their child’s camp 
participation utilizing the PPDO. Near-identical effect sizes were found across the five 
                                                           
1 The measures in both approaches were tested utilizing confirmatory factor analysis and indicated strong model fit 
[χ²(753) = 1574.856, p ≤ .001, N-NFI = .957, CFI = .962, SRMR = .051, RMSEA = .055 (90%, CI .051 - .058)]., 
reliability (α = .836 to .920), and convergent validity (λ = .647 to .911) across all items. 
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dimensions of the PPDO in both approaches, supporting the usefulness of the PPDO for 
practitioners interested in examining camp as a catalyst for growth within the five dimensions of 
interest. While in the context of this study similar effect sizes were indicated across the two 
approaches, these findings may be wholly due to the measurement reliability and validity of the 
PPDO as a measure of the five outcomes of interest. Put differently, both researchers and 
practitioners should cautiously undertake the utilization of composite approaches to measure 
program impact (i.e., the practitioner friendly approach described in the current study); only 
doing so with substantive prior evidence of the measures psychometric validity. Reflecting this 
more cautious approach, the researchers in the current study utilized a measure that was pre-
established as valid within a camp setting, and further, they examined the psychometric 
properties of the measures through confirmatory factor analysis. More simply, composite t-tests 
are not a ready substitute for latent SEM based approaches without a high bar of evidence. While 
two independent sample examinations of the measurement properties of the PPDO are not 
necessarily reflective of a high bar of evidence (i.e., Garst & Gagnon, 2016; the current study), 
the similarity in model fit across these studies suggests the PPDO is promising as both a 
composite and latent parental observation measure within residential summer camps. 
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