
An increase in rigor of the 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, this 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.

Practitioner-centered toolkits with tailored
resources to overcome common programmatic
challenges and validated measurement tools
can bridge this 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 friendly”
outcomes measures reflecting both parent and
camper perspectives (Gillard & Roark, 2016;
Sibthorp, Bialeschki, Morgan, & Browne, 2013).

This study explores the usage of two techniques
to understand an identical research question:
Did campers improve in socioemotional skills
from pre to post camp. In the first approach,
paired sample t-tests were utilized to examine
camper change camp across five dimensions
of the Parental Perceptions of Developmental
Outcomes (PPDO) scale (i.e., responsibility,
exploration, self-regulation, attitude, and
communication). In the second approach, a
structural equation model (SEM) was utilized to
explore the same five dimensions of the PPDO. If
similar results are identified, they may illustrate
the usefulness of the PPDO as a tool to mitigate
some pressures on practitioners associated with
more advanced methodological techniques
necessary to tell their story.

B A C K G R O U N D D I S C U S S I O N
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 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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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
measurement 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.

Parent respondents tended to be highly
educated (65% with a Bachelor’s degree or
above), female (89%), white (82.8%), and
married/never divorced (79.3%). Annual
respondent income averaged $104,637.45 (SD =
$63,079.48) with 63.2% of respondents reporting
a yearly income at or above $87,500.00.
Campers (i.e., the children who were observed
by the parent respondents) tended to be white
(84.6%), female (50.8%), and were on average
11.96 years old (SD = 2.30).

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.PA R T I C I PA N T S

P R O C E D U R E S M E A S U R E S
Dimension Definition
Responsibility The ability to start and 

accomplish tasks without 
external motivation 1 

Exploration The ability to engage in 
new and/or challenging 
experiences2

Self-Regulation The ability to adapt 
through stress and 
adversity 3

Attitude The ability to monitor and 
regulate behaviors 4

Communication The ability to verbally 
express oneself 5

Note: (1) Bialeschki, Henderson, & James 2007; 
(2) Thurber et al., 2007; (3) Fry et al., 2012; 
Ungar, 2012; (4) Glover et al., 2013; (5) Clary & 
Ferrari, 2015
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