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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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EFFICACY OF ONLINE TRAINING FOR IMPROVING CAMP STAFF 
COMPETENCY 

Authors: Barry A. Garst, Ryan J. Gagnon, & Alice M. Brawley, Clemson University. Contact: 
Barry A. Garst, Clemson University, 277 Lehotsky Hall, Clemson, SC 29634. 
bgarst@clemson.edu  

 
A trend in camp staff training has been an emphasis on online training as a strategy for 

preparing staff prior to their arrival on-site to both facilitate staff access to training and provide 
repeated exposure to training content (Heidgerken et al., 2005). Providing training online can 
benefit organizations through cost-efficiency, reduced training time, increased availability of 
learning opportunities, and the opportunity to serve more learners (Marquart, Rizzi, & Parikh, 
2010). While support for the efficacy of online camp staff training has been limited to studies of 
multi-module online courses, there is preliminary evidence of the value of online learning for 
camp staff (Heidgerken et al., 2005; Weaver et al., 2014).  

Online training as a mechanism to prepare staff for their camp roles and responsibilities is 
relatively new as a research area within the context of camp, but online training may offer a new 
and more efficient mechanism to develop and prepare staff, especially when camps face 
increasingly limited resources (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009). Thus, the 
purpose of this study was to explore the efficacy of an online course for enhancing staff 
competency. Specifically, we hypothesized (H1) that working in camp would cause staff 
competency test scores associated with completion of an online course to increase over the 
course of the camp season, and (H2) staff competency test scores associated with completion of 
an online course would increase at a rate higher than a comparison groups. 

Method 
This study used a quasi-experimental design (i.e., use of treatment and comparison 

groups without randomization to each group from the same population) to determine if 
completion of an online course influenced staff competency in a targeted subject matter area. 
Participants in the treatment group were 32 camp staff employed at a university-affiliated 
residential summer camp in the Southeastern United States (see Table 1). The treatment group 
was comprised of an equal number of male and female staff, with an average age of 20.38 years 
and an average of 2.42 years of college experience. The comparison group was comprised of 23 
demographically comparable undergraduate students not working in a residential summer camp. 
The treatment group was on average more experienced in camp staff-like positions (average = 
1,317 hours of group facilitation) than the comparison group (average = 734.65 hours), however 
this was not a statistically significant difference, t(53) = 1.44, p = .16. 

 
Table 1: Treatment and comparison group descriptive information 
 Treatment Group Comparison Group 
Gender* 
 

Male 50% 
n = 16 

Female 50% 
n = 16 

Male 34.8% 
n = 8 

Female 65.2% 
n = 15 

Age 
 

M = 20.38 Years (SD = 1.42) M = 20.74 Years (SD = 1.42) 

Total Years of 
College 

M = 2.42 Years (SD = 1.99) M = 2.67 Years (SD = 1.01) 

Facilitation Hours 
 

M = 1,317.00 Hours (SD = 
1632.62) 

M = 734.65 Hours (SD = 1232.03) 
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*Note: Participants did not provide gender data in some cases. 
 

The 45-minute synchronous online course was designed to be completed as a part of 
preservice (i.e., prior to staff arrival on site) camp staff training. The course targeted: staff “duty 
to act” in the provision of camp healthcare, maintenance of personal health, role-modeling for 
youth, and staff interventions to improve youth health outcomes. The competency test included 
10 multiple choice and 12 true/false questions that assessed competency related to: roles and 
responsibilities, self-care, scope of role, youth development, duty, risk management, and attitude.  

Data were collected at three measurement occasions (M1, M2, and M3). Both the 
treatment and comparison groups completed a pretest of competency (M1), completed the online 
course, and within 48-72 hours of completing the course the treatment and comparison groups 
completed an identical test of competency (M2). Finally, both groups completed the same 
competency test 45-55 days later (M3). Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) was used to analyze 
the cross-level effects of a between-individuals factor (i.e., treatment or comparison) and within-
individuals effects over time (pre-test, post-test #1, and post-test #2) on online course test scores.  

Results 
There was a significant non-linear trend in test scores over time, B = -7.92 (SE = 1.38), 

that was further moderated by the treatment group, B = -7.03 (SE = 2.82). Further, average test 
scores for individuals in the comparison group increased between M1 (pre-test) and M2 (post-
test #1), then declined slightly at M3 (post-test #2). In contrast, average test scores for 
individuals in the treatment group remained the same from M1 and M2 (pre-test and post-test 
#1), then declined sharply at M3 (post-test #2). At M3, the difference in average test scores 
between groups was ~30 points (on a 100-point scale), with the treatment group scoring 
significantly lower on average than the comparison group. As shown in Figure 1, the treatment 
group performed significantly worse than the comparison group in their level of competency on 
the CRH assessment.  
 
Figure 1. Average test scores at three measurement occasions (M1, M2, and M3). 

 
Implications 

Our first hypothesis (H1), working in camp would cause competency test scores for the 
treatment group to increase, was unsupported; specifically, scores for the treatment group did not 
significantly (p ≤ .05) increase at the first post-test and were significantly lower at the second 
post-test. Our second hypothesis (H2), staff competency test scores associated with completion of 
an online course would increase at a higher rate than the comparison group’s competency test 
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scores, was also unsupported. Surprisingly, the treatment group’s test scores were significantly 
lower than the comparison group’s scores at both the first and second post-test measures. These 
findings contradict prior studies suggesting online education is an effective strategy for camp 
staff training (Heidgerken et al., 2005; Weaver et al., 2014). Possible explanations for the 
significant decline in test scores at the end of the summer for camp staff include fatigue (Pilcher 
& Huffcutt, 1996; Thomas, 2001), poor durability of training (i.e., maintenance of competency 
over time) (Browne & Sibthorp, 2014), lack of memory retention (Murre & Dros, 2015), and 
limited opportunities for staff to apply online course content within the camp environment.  

Providers of online camp staff training should consider the necessity of such training, and 
if implemented, account for factors that may reduce online training effectiveness. For instance, to 
address fatigue, program providers could address staff workloads to ensure staff are mentally and 
physically prepared for work (Rogers, 2008). To address training durability, program providers 
could consider practices that enhance learning transfer, such as post-training feedback from peers 
and supervisors, opportunities to practice training content (Machin & Fogerty, 2004) and 
regularly scheduled in-service trainings (Leff, Retallick, & Franz, 2015). Additional research is 
needed to identify if, and under what conditions, online training is effective for producing and 
sustaining camp staff competency.  
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