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ABSTRACT

This basic interpretive qualitative research study explored the personal and professional
backgrounds, training experiences, perspectives, and perceptions held by adult volunteers serving
as crew advisors in the Venturing program of the Boy Scouts of America (BSA). Venturing is the
BSA’s adventure oriented youth development program for coeds age 14-through-20. Upon
joining a Venturing crew, youth members are known as Venturers, and the top adult volunteer of
the crew is the crew advisor. According to the aims and mission of the BSA, crew advisors are
expected to facilitate the positive development of her/his crew’s Venturers, yet an analysis of the
basic training provided to crew advisors suggests that skills related to the facilitation of positive
youth development are not a part of the training curriculum. In order to identify the knowledge,
skills, and attitudes that would support a crew advisor’s ability to facilitate the positive
development of the Venturers in her/his crew, primary data were obtained from a three-interview
series with five Venturing crew advisors residing in Mid-Atlantic States of the USA who were
considered by their peers and by the researcher to be relatively successful at delivering the
Venturing program. Other data were obtained by observations of crew advisor trainings and
interviews with professionals from other youth organizations responsible for adult volunteer
training. Data analysis described four capabilities that appear to be present in relatively successful
crew advisors, assessed crew advisors’ willingness and ability to utilize a youth development
resource produced outside of the BSA (the 40 Developmental Assets for Adolescents), and a
suggested training scheme for preparing adult volunteers for supporting positive youth
development within their youth-focused programs and organizations. Ultimately, this research
presents suggestions for optimizing the training and preparation of adult volunteers to improve
the efficacy of the Venturing program for facilitating the positive youth development of its

Venturers. Written as a scholarly personal narrative, the researcher’s personal and professional



background, including 23 years of experience as a member and volunteer of the BSA, provided

context for the inquiry and a frame of reference for the data analysis.
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Chapter 1

Prologue: What Are You Reading?

The document that you are reading right now is the report I have written about a research
project that I imagined, planned, proposed, and conducted, and it represents a capstone on 13
years of education after high school, and 23 years of involvement in the youth movement known
as Scouting. In academic circles this document is known as a dissertation, defined by the online
dictionary WordNet 3.0 as “a treatise advancing a new point of view resulting from research”
(Princeton University, 2010). This dictionary definition already raises an important point in just
the second sentence you have read in this document, because I, Joshua Aaron Kirby, the author,
the person who currently controls everything you will read in this document, have made at least
three critical decisions surrounding that simple dictionary definition. First, I chose to actually
include a dictionary definition in an effort to support your understanding, and to show you that
despite all of the concessions I will make and liberties I will take in writing and presenting this
document to you, there is indeed an idea held by other people, accompanied by a set of their
expectations, for what this document should be and do. The second choice I made pertains to
exactly which dictionary’s definition I presented to you, and in this case I used a definition that
best matched both my personal values and the point that I hope to make for you here. The final
choice made was the selection of which portion of the dictionary definition I provided to you, as |
did not provide for you every word of WordNet’s entry for dissertation. And now that you know
the “truths” behind my selections and omissions, you might be feeling a bit awkward, and quite
frankly, so do I.

In a nutshell, this is the nature of academic research, and believe it or not, the nature of

literature and rhetoric as a whole. The entire process, from author’s mind to the reader’s eye, is



influenced by an individual’s choices, an individual’s choices are influenced by her agenda, and
her agenda is subject to her own deeply established values and beliefs. While much of the
academic establishment has attempted to work within a model of objectivity that is impersonal
and scrubbed of character, charisma, and personality, or is possibly a fallacy altogether (Phillips
& Burbules, 2000), each author is still making choices that directly affect each and every reader.
The three choices I made surrounding the presentation of a simple dictionary definition represent
the numerous similar decisions any author makes when he attempts to offer his own message in
credible fashion through a combination of references to others’ thoughts and constructions of his
own ideas. Like it or not, readers are subject to whims and fancies of the authors they choose to
read.

Readers, on the other hand, have one ultimate weapon in the often-silent exchange
between author and reader: trust. The readers’ trust allows the author’s prose to fulfill the
intended mission, and just the same, the readers’ mistrust converts each of the author’s words into
weapons that wrap around and beat him down through his own energies. Because of our social
nature, I like to believe that people trust other people, and that trust is not frivolously spent on
inanimate objects. In the case of information consumption, especially with reports of academic
research, readers must choose whether to trust the author, which requires that the readers trust
nearly every small choice made by the author—choices similar to the ones I made about the
definition of dissertation. However, readers of academic literature are often denied much of the
information they could find useful for making the trust/distrust decision about each written work
they explore. The author is perceived to be irrelevant, or an enigma, or worse yet, the author is
perceived to be simply the sum of sentences and points made in the book or article or essay that
captured the reader’s attention. Trust is ultimate. It is a product of a relationship between two

people. And in academic research, trust is often given short shrift.



To that point, a dissertation like this one is, by design, an individual’s unique
construction of a problem. In most cases it is a document that represents both the process and the
product of a research endeavor pursued by the advanced doctoral student who hopes to complete
the doctor of philosophy degree in his chosen field of study. In my case, I want to complete my
doctoral degree in the Instructional Systems Program, and to this end I have conducted research
in the “real world” that sprawls beyond the walls of the university. My audience also lives in the
real world, whether they believe it or not, despite the presence or absence of academic titles,
university roles, organization memberships, leadership positions, parenthood status, or even the
slightest background knowledge related to anything that I present in this document. I am willing
to attempt to communicate with all comers, to meet as many of their expectations as possible,
simply because they share interests similar to mine, and from those shared interests it is possible
that we could, together, offer an iota of improvement to the human condition. Yes, I want the
vanity of becoming “Dr. Josh,” but the motive for subjecting myself to nine years of graduate
education was to prepare myself to help others. In other words, I want to “matter” in a way that is
meaningful to other people, and I want my dissertation to reflect that desire.

It is obvious that something about this document has piqued your interest: whether it was
the main idea of the research, the title, abstract, or byline, or even some idle chitchat you may
have overheard about it. And because of how this document has been delivered to you, you have
the right and opportunity to skip ahead to the information that you currently care about the most.
When I complained about reading so many pages of history texts as a first-year college student,
the late Dr. Robert McHale sternly replied, “Don’t read the books, use the books.” That advice
was sage, and [ am certainly not preventing such approaches here. However, I feel that it is my
responsibility to provide for you the opportunity to better understand the person who is making
all of the small choices that make up the entirety of the document before you. I believe that the

research reported here is meaningful enough to be unabashedly shared and open to review,



because I believe it should be presented to and considered by real people working in the real
world. But I also believe that the research reported here was conducted with a level of skill and
quality that demonstrates the satisfactory completion of the university’s requirements that stand
between “Josh” the student and “Dr. Josh” the professional who has dedicated a large chunk of
his young life in preparation for making a difference. As it should be, everyone else benefits from
this product, and I only benefit when you achieve the results you seek.

Not only is this dissertation unique by requirement, it is unusual in style—my colleagues
in the academy should take note. First, this prologue is in place to reveal to you much more
information about my thought process, my motives, and me as an individual than is usually
available in most dissertations. Second, I have implemented a writing style known as scholarly
personal narrative (Nash, 2004), which continues the self-disclosure. Scholarly personal narrative
(SPN) allows me to present to you the story of my research, which makes my role and my
personal perspectives available for your inspection. Any research endeavor is actually a story,
regardless of how authors choose to report their findings, and each researcher-author makes a
choice about whether she should have a “visible” role in the report. For some research methods in
some scientific disciplines, the visibility of the researcher-author may not seem to make much of
a difference in reporting of the research findings, such as research that focuses on things or
material objects like highway overpasses, E. Coli bacteria, antiretroviral pharmaceuticals, or
supernovas in other galaxies. While those investigations appear to be looking for answers that
could be considered definite or precise with the use of numbers from direct measurements and
inferences from statistical analyses, the researcher-author may still be coloring the presentation of
the findings through the choices s/he makes regarding the content, style, language, and format of
the investigation and subsequent report.

The structure and form of this dissertation will differ from typical doctoral dissertations.

The “typical” dissertation written by many of my graduate school colleagues and advisors often



contained five chapters: (1) an introductory statement of the problem and preview of the
remaining chapters, (2) a review of all theoretically and methodologically literature pertaining to
the topic of the author’s research, (3) an explanation of the methods utilized for the author’s
research study, (4) a discussion of the findings the author gained from implementing their
research methods, and (5) a conclusion that summarizes the implications of those findings within
the author’s field of research (see, for example, pp. 51-57 of Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003 for a
discussion of the five chapter/section model). While I make no claims as to whether one form is
better than the other, I do claim that the scholarly personal narrative form of this document is a
better match to both me as a researcher/writer and to the subject matter of the research, and this
improved fit is why I chose to not compose a typical five-chapter dissertation. In my case, I feel
more comfortable with writing narrative that allows me to be a first-person participant in the
dialogue, as opposed to traditional objective scholarly discourse where the author’s personal
perspectives and beliefs are unavailable for reader consideration. To this point, scholarly personal
narrative is considered "a work that actually enlarges the notion of 'serious scholarship' to include
the most important voice in writing: the author's. In SPN, the writer is as much the message as the
message itself" (Nash, 2004 p. 53).

In addition to SPN being a better fit for me as the author, the Venturing program context
for the study is also well suited for SPN-based research for two reasons: the program’s delivery is
based entirely on the volunteers, and scholarly research literature about the program’s
implementation is nonexistent. My experience as a volunteer with the program provides
important insight that would be unavailable if I was unable to include my personal experience and
perspective due to an expectation of objectivity that is often present in scholarly literature.
Furthermore, without other authors’ Venturing program-specific research to build upon, strict
researcher objectivity would induce a loss of context that could prevent readers from gaining a

full appreciation of the complexity of Venturing’s aims and mission and the weight of the



responsibilities that are placed upon the adult volunteers in the program. For a previously
unexplored research topic, SPN offers a point of entry: my personal interpretations of my
experience in the program can start a dialogue through the reporting of both my personal
observations and research findings, allowing other researchers and I to subsequently build upon
the understanding of youth programs like this one with future study.

With specific regard to the structure of the document, readers will find that my personal
background justifies and forwards the research questions of this study. By design, two aspects of
my personal experience bind this document together: my experience as a youth member of the
Boy Scouts of America (see Chapter 2), and my experience in preparing for, conducting, and
learning from this research study (Chapter 3 and beyond). Within Chapter 3 and throughout the
document you will encounter a moderate number of citations to relevant research literature, and
this quantity is moderate by design. In reference to citations of others’ work in the composition of
SPN, Nash (2004) wrote:

...Learn how to avoid using too many or too few of them. Alluding to too many

proof texts means that you actually have very little to say on your own. Alluding

to too few means that you have no background for what others have said about

what you want to say on your own. The apt proof text provides a context,

deepens your writing, extends its implications, grounds its insights, and, most of

all, explicitly acknowledges the contributions of others to your thinking. No

author is an island, ever. No author is above needing a little help from others

every now and then (pp. 65-66).

Thus, the presentation I make in Chapter 3 presents the scholarly influences that have founded my
concept for this research, but the intention of the SPN presented here is to focus upon my
conceptualization of the Venturing program’s benefits, limitations, and perceived opportunities
that have come to me from both my personal experience and formal study. Simultaneously

readers will be able to learn about the Venturing program, the training of adult volunteers, and

about the process I have undergone to better understand my ability to improve each of those.
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Research that involves people who have unique personalities and backgrounds, especially
educational research like what I will present in this report, tends to not be definite or precise. In
fact, my research implements what are known as qualitative research methods that support and
utilize the differences among each individual recruited to participate in this study. My research is
not collecting survey responses or taking measurements, my research is asking people for their
stories related to a particular topic, and their collected stories, in turn, can be brought together by
me and delivered to you. Ultimately, SPN works hand-in-hand with qualitative research because I
am able to report my findings to you in the way that I came to understand them from the
participants, as opposed to the more traditional academic writing styles that might require authors
to shoehorn the study participants’ thoughts into a presentation that may be “objective”.

A particular reason for my effort to include myself in this report is that some of the
elements of this research described in this document have not been combined together in
previously published research. For example, I chose to combine three distinct lines of theory and
research with an educational program and a specific role within that program to create what I will
argue is a paradox, or a “perfect storm” that should be investigated further. After searching
through contemporary education and psychology literature, I can say that the details of my
personal research interests are unique. While I do not claim that the application of those theories
to those types of settings or roles is wholly my own idea (as you will discover later), but the
specific application of those theories to the organization highlighted in my study is one that I
know to be necessary based on personal experience. If other people choose to follow-up with
anything that I find in my research, then I think it is important for them and for their readers to
have a full understanding of my background and an insight into the multitude of fundamental
choices (described at the beginning) that I made while creating my report.

In the end, this document represents my own perspectives on a problem that is framed

within the ongoing research by entire fields of specialized researchers. I simply offer my report of



what I learned when I both consulted the research literature by experts with a connection to the
topic, and interviewed front-line ordinary people who personally experience the questions that I
ask in the course of their daily lives. I believe such an approach will provide readers with a
humanized account of the problem and some responses to the problem where the added richness
and depth will be welcomed by the gamut from specialized researcher to concerned citizen. At the
same time, the function of this document is just like any other research report and any other
doctoral dissertation in that the questions have been framed within an ongoing discussion, and
responses have been gathered using qualitative research methods representing a common toolkit
and a well-revised guidebook. Of course my personal perspectives are visible throughout the
document, as such visibility supports exactly the point I hope to make. Personal perspectives are
woven into all forms of literature, whether fictive, research-based, or even a doctoral dissertation,
but the difference here is that I choose to own my personal perspective and the role that I play
throughout the course of the research, for better or for worse, and allow you the opportunity to be
aware of, and even be a judge of, what I referenced, believed, did, and reported.

This prologue has offered you what I consider to be a proper introduction of the type and
form of the report that you are reading right now, which is an offering that I hope will help you
dive into such a read. As I sat in libraries, cafes, and my home office typing this, I imagined that
the majority of the people who read these sentences will read them during their leisure time,
possibly while searching for more information about working with young adults in non-school
educational organizations—organizations that I imagined readers may already be volunteers
within. Imagination aside, I welcome all readers, especially potential research and writing
collaborators who seek to improve similar problems in similar organizations for similar

outcomes.



Chapter 2

The Effects of My Childhood on My Research and Me

I believe that it is important for the readers of scholarly research reports to understand
more about the authors of the documents they read. Since you are ultimately receiving only my
personal interpretation (or my “filtration”, if you will) of others’ research, theory, and experiences
related to the focus of this dissertation, you should learn about my background, which may help
explain why I wrote what I wrote. While contemporary qualitative research articles and
dissertations usually contain a researcher identity section, the degree to which the author’s
identity is revealed may very well be constrained by editorial decisions or the author’s goal to
more quickly tackle what they see as the “business” of the document. In this self-introduction I
will do my best to avoid tedium, but I do hope to present a clear description of the connections

that bind me to this particular research topic.

Early Years

I was born to a fruit, vegetable, and grain farming family located in the fertile plains
region of upstate New York in a town called Albion, which is halfway between Rochester and
Buffalo on the Erie Canal. Both sides of my family have Irish and European ancestry, but we
identify ourselves as white Americans without emphasis on heritage. I followed my father and
grandfather to work on the farm from the earliest months of my mobility, converted my sandbox
into an apple orchard at age 4, and began driving real tractors and farm trucks at age 5. When the
school bus dropped me off each afternoon I quickly changed my clothes and pursued my choice

of (a) saddling my grandfather’s ill-tempered pony and riding on him as he wandered his
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preferred path through the apple and pear orchards in my backyard (nearly dying once); (b)
following the tractor sounds in nearby orchards and fields until I could climb into the cab and
drive them on the lap of whatever relative or hired worker would stop to let me in (nearly dying
once and nearly killing my grandfather at least twice); and (c) using every available farm tool,
machine, and scrap material to construct functionally (but not aesthetically) elaborate tree houses,
forts, go-karts, playground equipment replicas, animal pens, etc. According to my memories,
living on the farm was a good life, and I am certain the experiences seeded some of the creativity
and visualization skills that I still rely on today. The daily interaction with my father, grandfather,
uncles, cousins, and hired workers surely socialized me to a world of physicality and manliness.
At that time of my life, I knew no professions other than those agricultural.

One day during Christmas Vacation 1988, the tree was trimmed and the house quietly
dusted with snow, but Mom did not return to what I knew as home. My family had arrived at a
turning point. Abuses of alcohol and other drugs, and of other people, had created a situation that
farm-boy ingenuity could not resolve. Mom had secretly and swiftly moved into her parents’
house on the other side of town, having passed her tipping point with the relationship between her
and my father. Weekend visitation rights were granted to my mother in the early stages of the
divorce hearings, and the lives of my four-years-younger brother and me continued on the farm
without our mother close by on the weeknights. Visits to Mom’s new apartment exposed us to life
as a kid living in the Village of Albion, and we enjoyed the ability to walk independently to our
favorite stores, eliminating the need for a 20-minute car ride. Within a year of Mom’s initial
departure the tables had turned in the divorce proceedings and Mom was no longer seen as the
one who left her kids behind but as a woman who fled for safety from a toxic marital situation
without the initial financial means to properly support her children. By age 11 I was a “townie”
who was also a weekend farm-boy, and relatives and friends noticed the differences in my

interests and skills within months.
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Despite the abrupt changes in my environment, family relations, and after-school
activities, I was still a Cub Scout in Pack 837. Two years earlier the “Join Cub Scouts!”
mimeograph on orange paper was placed in my second grade classroom’s milk carton mailbox.
My mother took me to the sign-up day because, as she said, | “needed to learn how to get along
with other kids” since my closest friends up to that time were employees of the farm and farm-
family relatives. There was little hesitation when I arrived to my first den meeting; after all, I was
absolutely certain that I was the leader of the den. Some may argue that after my years of
involvement with BSA programs that I still walk into meetings certain that I was the leader, but 1
believe that the many lessons that I have learned in the Scouting and professional worlds provide
me with some added qualifications to serve as the actual leader.

While Cub Scouting is intended to be a program that facilitates parent-child togetherness,
the circumstances of my divorced family life made that rather impossible. Surely, one or both of
my parents attended the special events like the annual Blue and Gold Banquet or the
Thanksgiving-time Scouting for Food drive for canned goods, but the week-to-week and special
weekend involvement regularly conflicted with Mom’s and Dad’s work schedules. Living in the
Village enabled me to either walk to or get rides from others to most meetings and activities. I do
not even remember asking others for rides, somehow they were always available at the right
times, and I am still grateful for the investments made in me by so many parents of other kids and
leaders.

Memories of my Cub Scouting experiences are generally hazy, but some important
events stand out. First, Cub Scouting was the one thing in my life about which my mother and
father could both agree to support. Even when Dad withheld child support payments or when
Mom borrowed money from relatives to buy us birthday gifts, I always had the $2.00 per month I
needed to pay my “dues” fee to my Cub Scout den, I always had a spectacular uniform with

myriad patches and pins, and I attended almost every single field trip, campout, and summer



12

camp from the time I joined. Second, Cub Scouting introduced me to an array of adult characters
who were the leaders of my den and pack. These adults were almost always totally different from
my own parents and relatives in that hardly any of them were divorced, they worked a variety of
white-collar, pink collar, or technical blue-collar jobs, and the families I had the closest
relationships with were grandparent-like or African American or biracial. They were all dedicated
to their Cub Scouts’ well being, and some of them treated me as if [ was one of their children.

I developed the closest relationship with Barb, the Cubmaster of my pack, and it was
obvious that she held me in special regard. Every time Barb met one of my parents or relatives,
she always mentioned that she believed that I was destined for greatness in the world. When I was
about 8 years old, Barb was dying of terminal cancer, and she asked to see me. I clearly
remember my mother escorting me to the hospital, and that Mom’s cautionary words about Barb
not looking the same made no sense to me until I was at Barb’s bedside. From underneath the
tubing and blankets, Barb chitchatted like usual, and then she surprised me by asking me to
continue to be a good Cub Scout and Boy Scout even though she would not be at the meetings
anymore. Barb was the first person I grieved for, and hers was the first funeral I attended. She did
her best (the Cub Scout motto) to help me be prepared (the Boy Scout motto) for the real world,
even in her final days.

At the Klondike Derby (a winter camping event) on January 20, 1990, something
spectacular happened to me. [ was a Webelos Scout (the last stage of Cub Scouting), and my den
joined our affiliated Boy Scout troop on t