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Abstract: This paper discusses the application of frame analysis as a method of designing and
evaluating outdoor environmental education programs. In particular, it investigates what frames are
communicated in these programs, why and how program leaders focus on communicating particular
frames, and how students interact with these frames. Five outdoor environmental education programs
for elementary school students were analyzed. We used a qualitative approach that combined field
observation, interviews with program leaders (N = 15), qualitative findings based on questionnaires
collected from the participants after completing the programs (N = 365), and interviews with some of
the students (N = 10). According to the results, while the leaders intensively applied various surface
frames to attract student interest and organize the program activities, the deep frames aimed for in
the main program messages connected with the program goals often remained implicit and were not
recognized by the students.
Keywords: outdoor environmental education; frames; program evaluation; qualitative

1. Introduction
Outdoor environmental education programs (OEEPs) are often seen as an opportunity to shape
student environmental values, attitudes, and behavior by exposing them to strong, memorable nature
experiences [1–5]. However, the effect of nature experiences is co-created by the meaning that is
attributed to them. As a result, the same type of experience may be pleasant and significant for some but
unpleasant and meaningless for others. The way in which a particular nature experience is framed by
significant adults (parents, teachers, educators) may have a major impact on students’ environmental
values or on their willingness to act pro-environmentally [2,6].
In light of this, the language used by educators or program leaders is important. As Bowers [7]
pointed out, the language used to present environmental issues may unintentionally promote the very
same values that have led to the ecological crisis. In the language we use, we may activate metaphors
and associations that may portray nature as a resource for satisfying human needs [8]. This may happen
even in well-intentioned OEEPs. Metaphors carry not only meanings, they can also carry associated
attributes, feelings, and values. The process of building individual and collective associations around
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a metaphorical sign (e.g., “forest”, “home”, “God”) can be very long and complex, but once the attributes
have been implanted, it is usually very difficult to modify them, and they can become petrified [9,10].
According to Cachelin et al. [11], regarding the Leave No Trace Program—a set of guidelines for outdoor
behavior and quite widespread in the United States—the metaphors used in it support an interpretation
that portrays humans as apart from nature, rather than humans as part of nature. For example,
the guidelines recommend being considerate toward other visitors so as to protect the quality of their
experience. While this recommendation sounds reasonable, it is associated with the feeling that visitors
are not part of nature and because of this, they should adjust their behavior. Therefore, the program
may support the feeling of human exceptionalism and an anthropocentric worldview.
This issue can be fruitfully studied from the perspective of framing theory. The theory of
cognitive frames first appeared during the 1970s [12,13], and since then, it has substantially influenced
cognitive psychology and linguistics, social studies, and also strategies of mass communication,
political campaigns, and marketing. According to Bateson [12], frames are cognitive models which
allow a person to interpret and evaluate a message. Frames also motivate people’s reactions to
messages. Like pictures, they include elements within their boundaries and exclude those that are
outside of them [12]. Goffman [13] defined frames as shared perspectives which allow individuals
to share social discourse and understand their experiences in a wider social context. McCombs [14]
connected frames with the “agenda-setting theory”, which studies the ability of the media to influence
the level of importance placed on public issues. Frames are connected with further associations,
leading to narratives, metaphors, or themes that provide the deep meaning of the perceived message
or reality [10,15–17]. Consequently, frames are crucial for the way people interpret, understand,
and respond to events and information [11,18]. The framing theory also points out that the audience’s
frames may overlap or contradict the sender’s frames, and that frames are reinforced every time they
are activated, whether positively or negatively. People usually view the world through their own
frames, and new information is made to fit into these frames or otherwise ignored, and the only way to
overcome a frame is to reframe an issue in a different, more powerful and compelling way [13,19].
Within the framing theory, various methodologies and strategies have been developed (mainly for
framing media and political messages), which include setting communication goals, selecting
appropriate language items, developing suitable mental models, choosing effective framing tools
(metaphors, catchphrases, narratives, rituals, etc.), avoiding mixed messages, building visions,
and enhancing credibility and believability [20]. Obviously, these strategies and tools, and the power of
frames which draw attention to certain details and attributes and activate desired feelings and values,
have great potential for application in environmental education.
Frame analysis has been used in the field of environmental communication and interpretation
quite often. Crompton [21] analyzed the frames used in the campaigns of environmental organizations
in the United Kingdom. Sangkil et al. [22] compared the various frames used for the promotion of
biofuels. Yocco et al. [23] compared the different kinds of frames used by selected zoological gardens
to promote environmental concern, and Hart [24] analyzed the many ways of framing climate change
in the media. Similarly, other researchers compared the frames used in interpretative signs aiming to
control visitor behavior in protected areas [25–27].
The overall findings of this body of research show that frames matter. Different ways of framing
an issue, i.e., positively (most people act responsibly) or negatively (people harm the environment)
formulated frames have different types of impact on visitor behavior [25–27]. Moreover, messages
evoking biospherically-focused frames have a higher impact on the environmental concern of visitors
to zoological gardens than egoistically-focused frames. Texts associated with humans-as-part-of-nature
frames evoke different associations from texts communicating humans-as-apart-from nature frames [28].
The application of frame analysis in the field of environmental education is still a relatively
new field of research, only recently launched by Cachelin et al. [8,11,16,28] through their analysis of
ecology textbooks or the aforementioned Leave No Trace Program. However, the effort to intentionally
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influence the way students interpret their outdoor experiences is not new at all and can be associated
with many well-established educational approaches.
In some educational programs, the concept of framing is used as a way to create a metaphor for
an activity or for the program as a whole. It is usually assumed that such a frame helps to make the
activity or the program more attractive and provides an interpretation of its meaning to the participants.
This concept is one of the basic methods applied in adventure education programs [29–32]. The theory
of adventure education differentiates between various types of framing (metaphorical, isomorphic, etc.).
Intentional use of framing is supposed to help students to get involved in the activity and then to
transfer their experience. A single activity, such as the well-known Spider’s Web activity [33], in which
the participants go through small holes in an artificial web to the other side, can be framed as a
fantasy-like story or as a metaphor for solving a difficult work problem. The fantastic frame of the
Spider’s Web may evoke associations leading to another, deeper frame of dealing with problems.
Metaphorical frames can help us transcend the mechanistic and technocratic model of the world and
bring us back to myths, legends, rituals, fairy tales, and archetypes which are an irreplaceable part of
our human heritage and evolution.
Similar principles, while differently labeled, are used worldwide. In the earth education approach,
individual activities (e.g., earth walks) are introduced by a fairytale-like story (for example, collection
of rainbow chips), with the intention to promote student motivation to be in direct contact with nature.
In addition, whole programs use elaborate frames combining the elements of mystery and adventure
and leading to powerful frames (e.g., the Earth as a Sunship) associated with the intended educational
outcomes (responsible environmental behavior) [34].
The symbolic framework used for framing activities, summer camps, or the on-going work of
scout groups is one of the principles of the scout educational approach. The idea is again to motivate
children to participate, while providing, through play, a deeper meaning to the activities [35,36].
In other educational approaches, the idea of framing an experience is part of an attempt to organize
an educational program around a clearly communicated theme, e.g., a strong central concept of the main
message that the participants should understand. This approach is essential for thematic interpretation,
where all of the activities are designed to communicate one main message (the theme) that is crucial for
understanding the importance of the interpreted phenomena [37,38]. This approach has been shown to
be more effective than the disjointed transmission of phenomena-associated information [39]. Similar
principles, e.g., organizing curricula around a central theme, are known also from formal educational
settings [40,41].
In the Czech Republic, the idea of framing experiences in nature is well known due to the highly
influential works of the Czech non-formal educator Jaroslav Foglar and the outdoor experiential
approach developed by the experiential learning center Lipnice. Particularly widespread are themes
which use idealized portraits of Native Americans and which are associated with the frames of
woodcraft, personal wisdom, and responsible life [42–45]. The symbolic framework, the central
theme, or similar concepts are often used as an organizational principle applied in summer camps and
in OEEPs.
In light of this, it may be argued that application of the frame theory in outdoor environmental
education is not new because various approaches for framing experiences are widely used to promote
student interest, to organize program activities into a meaningful whole, and to evoke associations
connected with the intended educational outcomes. Recently, the idea of intentional framing of OEEPs
was included in the Real-World Learning Model [10], an output of an international project aiming to
define the principles of quality for OEEPs.
According to this model [46], programs should be organized around a frame that provides
a connecting story. These stories should communicate the principles and values of sustainability.
For example, the diversity frame communicates the following message: “In diversity is the preservation
of life”. The frames should be associated with values such as respect for nature or equal opportunities
for all people. Further, they should be associated with self-transcending values, as defined by
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Schwartz [47,48], like “unity with nature”, “a world of beauty”, or “protecting the environment”.
The model also suggests differentiating between surface frames (related to everyday practice) and deep
frames (related to a deeper meaning). The model describes surface frames as providing a story context
for the learning experience that, through transfer, leads learners to grasp the deep frames associated
with sustainability values. Crompton [21] defines surface frames as introductory frames which get the
attention of the audience through careful wording and phrasing, and deep frames as general concepts
(activated by careful wording) which are embedded in our mind structures and carry certain feelings
and values based on our experience.
The concept of deep frames is connected with George Lakoff’s [9] “conceptual metaphors”,
i.e., the deep, central metaphors which organize the way we view and interpret the world.
These “conceptual metaphors” structure human experience in spatial, ontological, cultural, and personal
domains. They can be used to project a familiar frame onto vague, uncertain, and maybe controversial
terms; for example, when projecting the deeply embedded metaphor family onto living organisms [21].
The idea of going from a surface frame to a deep frame again reflects well-known educational
practice. In particular, the concepts of the symbolic framework or metaphorical framing, often
used to attract student interest and provide meaning to an activity, seem to correspond with the
concept of surface frames. Additionally, the concept of themes as central messages communicating
the main, value-based meaning of a program seems to correspond with the concept of deep frames.
However, the application of framing in the practice of outdoor environmental education has never
been investigated, even though it could be clearly connected with the effectiveness of this type of
program. It is also not known how outdoor program leaders understand the meaning of framing,
i.e., if they are able to connect their practice with an understanding of the underlying theories.
In this study, we analyze the application of framing methods in five different OEEPs aimed
at elementary school students in the Czech Republic. In particular, we want to find answers to the
following questions:
•

•
•

What frames are communicated in the observed OEEPs? What strategies are used for
communicating these frames? How effectively do the programs communicate the concepts
and values connected with sustainability?
How do the program leaders understand and use framing in the observed OEEPs?
How well are the students able to make sense of the surface frames and deep frames used in the
OEEP they participate in?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Terminology
Several concepts based on the framing theory and the Real-World Learning Model were used
in the presentation and interpretation of the results. A ‘surface frame’ is a basic frame that provides
the learning context of the program. Based on the sources available, we interpreted the concept of
a ‘symbolic frame’, often used by the respondents, as equivalent to the concept of a ‘surface frame’
as used in our research. A ‘deep frame’ is a general concept associated with sustainability values.
Another expression of a ‘deep frame’ is the concept of the ‘theme’ of the program.
In our study, we also used the term an ‘alternative frame’ for any frames communicated by
a program that are not defined as frames in the program documentation or explicitly mentioned as the
main frames by the program leaders.
2.2. Data Collection
To obtain data, we selected five different OEEPs that focus on shaping environmental values
and behavior and that are aimed at elementary school students (9–14 years of age). To check the
programs’ focus on sustainability, we briefly interviewed the responsible staff from the environmental
education centers and analyzed the internal documents describing the programs’ goals and activities.
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Because the providers of one of the analyzed programs asked for anonymity regarding the program
name, we replaced the names for all of the examined programs with color codes. While all of the
programs aim to develop students’ environmental values, attitudes, and behavior, each also has
other, more specific learning goals. Further, there are some differences in the length of the programs
(from three to five days) and in the types of the natural areas in which they are situated.
The “Blue” program is a two-and-half-day residential program focusing on developing an affinity
toward nature and on the interpretation of a pristine environment in a mountainous area. In addition
to the effort to develop students’ environmental values, it aims to improve their knowledge about
the protected mountainous area. The “Green” program is a five-day residential program focusing
on understanding the concept of succession, situated in a wetland area. The concept of “succession”
is accompanied by other cognitive goals, such as the identification of plants and of the specific
features of a flood-plain forest. The “Yellow” and “White” programs are five-day residential programs
situated in a forest and focused on the development of outdoor skills (such as orienteering in the
countryside, making a campfire, and identifying plants) and environmental sensitivity. The “Orange”
program is a two-and-a-half-day residential program focused on changing student environmental
attitudes, understanding, and behavior (understanding of the concepts of energy flow, material cycles,
interconnectedness, and change); it is situated in a sandstone area.
Each of the programs was observed twice by two different observers. The task of the observers
was to: (a) identify whether the program has a connecting story that ties all of its elements together
and is linked with sustainability, (b) to record all the frames identified and the ways in which they
were communicated by the program leaders, and (c) to record how the students reacted to or referred
to these frames.
For all of the programs, we obtained internal documents provided by the environmental centers
that described the program goals and activities. While the level of description of the programs varied,
they were helpful for getting a clearer picture of the frames that the program intended to communicate.
In particular, we were able to identify the surface frames for all of the programs and the deep frames
for some of them. In the descriptions of some of the programs, the deep frames were not clearly stated
and we relied on interviews with the program leaders to better understand them.
To obtain an in-depth qualitative perspective, we interviewed 15 program leaders altogether,
with each of the selected programs being represented. In the interviews, the respondents were asked
their opinions on how OEEPs should be designed and how they assessed the strong and weak points
of their particular program. Further, they were asked their opinions on whether or how the program
activities should be interconnected, on the idea of using interconnected stories to frame OEEPs,
and on how this worked in their particular program. The interviewers used a flexible, semi-structured
approach that included accepting a plurality of possible opinions, for example:
I can see two possible approaches to outdoor environmental education programs. The first
is that a program is designed to consist of distinct parts and has no unifying framework.
The other is that a program should have a unifying framework, such as an underlying idea
that it communicates. What do you prefer for these kinds of programs?
Some of the respondents brought up the topic of frames spontaneously after their initial assessment
of the strong and weak points of the programs. In this case, the interviewers asked questions to get
more elaboration, for example
You mentioned that you liked the frame used for program X. How do you understand this,
what is that frame to you?
Based on the responses, the interviewers asked follow-up questions about specific aspects of
framing, especially about using frames to communicate a sustainability-focused message, or more
generally, about the reason for using the frames in the programs (“ . . . if you said you prefer . . . ,
so what advantages can you see in that?”). After obtaining the respondents’ general opinion on using
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frames, we asked for their reflection on how and what frames are applied in the observed programs
and on their experience and satisfaction with how these frames work.
In addition, all of the participants in the programs that ran in 2018-2019 were asked to complete
a post-program survey which was collected two weeks after completing the program. The survey
included two questions focused on frames:
•
•

If you were to tell a younger friend what this program was about, what would you say?
Please complete the following sentence. In the program, we learned that . . .

While some of the programs were offered repeatedly during this time period, others were
offered less often. As a result, the number of respondents differed among the programs. Altogether,
we obtained data from 105 students from the Green program, 37 students from the Orange program,
102 students from the Blue program, 105 students from the Yellow program, and 14 students from the
White program.
This study was conducted as part of a larger project focusing on various instructional strategies
applied in the five selected OEEPs. This larger project included organizing 9 focus groups with
68 selected students two to three weeks after their participation in the programs. While the focus
groups concentrated mainly on student satisfaction, some of the responses episodically touched upon
the communicated frames. Altogether, frame-relevant responses from 10 students (8 girls, 2 boys) were
included in this study.
2.3. Analysis
All of the responses from the interviews and focus groups were audio-recorded, transcribed,
and thematically analyzed, matching general codes, i.e., “definition of frames”, “function of frames”,
“features of frames”, or “working with frames”, with segments from the responses.
For the follow-up analysis, we merged the data from the observations and the interviews,
and we used a more advanced set of codes describing various aspects of framing. In these codes,
we differentiated between two types of frames: (a) surface frames (when the respondents spoke about
“the symbolic framework”, “the red line going through the whole program”, or some other means
directly presented to the students), and (b) deep frames (when the respondents spoke about the main
themes or messages communicated to the students).
While the identification of the surface frames was rather intuitive, the identification of the deep
frames turned out to be challenging. To verify our field observations, we used the data from the
program descriptions and from the interviews. In some cases, we realized that more than one surface
frame or deep frame may be communicated by a single program. For the analysis, we differentiated
between the main (surface or deep) frame and alternative frames that referred to a framing different
from that of the intentionally communicated frames.
Further, we focused on the distinctive features of the two main types of frames, surface and deep,
and on the various functions they played in the programs. In particular, we analyzed the ways in
which the surface frames and deep frames were communicated by the program leaders, how they were
interconnected, and what challenges emerged in the process of their communication.
In the data obtained from the post-program surveys, we identified whether the students mentioned
any of the frames associated with their program. Episodic data obtained in the focus groups were used
for verification of the previously identified findings.
3. Results
3.1. Surface Frames
All of the programs used explicitly elaborated surface frames: an apprentice training obtained
from a mystery person (Orange), a story of life returning on a destroyed volcanic island (Green),
a mystery tree with cut-off roots (Blue), the wisdom of Native Americans (Yellow), or the adventures of
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a youth club in the outdoors 50 years ago (White). In some of the programs, we identified alternative
surface frames. For example, while the Blue program used the metaphor of an anthropomorphized
tree with cut-off roots as the surface frame, the program was also clearly connected with the pristine
locality where it was situated. In light of this, the locality should also be interpreted as a surface frame,
e.g., as a cognitive structure evoking related associations. In the Yellow program, two competing
surface frames were observed and communicated by the program leaders: “woodcraft” and “survival
in the outdoors”. The reason for this was historical, as we learned. According to the program leaders,
the program was originally named “Survival in the Outdoors”, but, because this name frightened
most schools, it was later changed to the current name. However, the program activities changed only
slightly after this, and the program leaders now communicate both frames. Some of them stressed
the frame of “wisdom”, others stressed the frame of “survival”, and still others tried to balance these
two frames:
Well, this woodcraft and survival are, I think, connected. If I were to explain it to someone,
I’d say these are simply outdoor skills, where both, survival and woodcraft, can be included.
I see it as interconnected, there must be some woodcraft for a human to survive. (l13, leader,
5 years of practice, the Yellow program)
Similarly, while the leaders of the White program highlighted the frame of “adventures of a youth
club”, they also sometimes emphasized the importance of “survival in the outdoors”. For an overview,
see Table 1.
Table 1. Overview of the surface frames in the analyzed programs.
Program
Blue

Green

Yellow

White

Orange

Main Surface Frame

Alternative Surface Frames

Frame title

Lost roots

Locality

Message

The mystery tree has had its roots cut off

The locality is a unique place

Frame title

Life on an island

-

Message

Life has come back to the destroyed island

-

Frame title

Woodcraft

Survival in the outdoors

Message

Native Americans lived wisely on Earth

A skilled person survives in
the outdoors

Frame title

Adventures of a youth club

Survival in the outdoors

Message

A youth club in the past had adventures in
the local countryside

A skilled person survives in
the outdoors

Frame title

A mysterious character, E.M., wants to help
the students live more lightly on Earth

-

Message

Learning from E.M. to become Earthkeepers

-

The surface frames were communicated by various tools. Most of the programs used visual
expressions (a picture of the island, the mystery person’s lab, long sticks with feathers, etc.), songs,
diaries, or rituals to communicate the frames. While the surface frames were explicitly mentioned
at the beginning and during most of the programs, in the Blue program the surface frame was only
implicit because the program leaders did not clearly explain its meaning to the students. The most
common general principles used in the communication of the surface frames seemed to be adventure
and mystery, which were presented in most of the programs.
According to the respondents, communication of the surface frames is connected with mystery.
By creating the frame, the program leaders want to attract the students. To achieve this, they try
to make the frame mysterious, using elaborate props and tools, such as creating a fictitious lab of
an imaginary person (Orange), a “found” diary of an imaginary youth club (White), or an idealized
portrait of Native American culture (Yellow).
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At the same time, some of the program leaders commented on the tension between this effort
and the need for authenticity in their program. One leader described her feeling about providing the
students with the fabricated diary of the imaginary youth club as follows:
We came to this point quite late in the process of designing the program that, yes, we lie to
these children. But ( . . . ) we tell them we found the diary, which is not true, but at the same
time, we tell them we do not know if it is the truth, that someone may have made it up ( . . . )
So, from my perspective, it does not matter ( . . . ) we keep it concealed by mystery and they
can trust it or not. (l6, leader, 4 years of practice, the White program)
This tension was also commented on by some of the students. For example, when the students in
the White program discovered that the existence of the youth club from the past could not be verified,
some of them reacted negatively:
I was angry ( . . . ) they told us we would find one of the people from this (youth club),
but we did not find them, and so that ( . . . ) this secret, nobody knows yet. (A, 10 years,
the White program)
According to the leaders, the main functions of surface frames are to attract the students and
motivate them toward the program activities, to organize the program into one whole, and to explain
the meaning of the individual activities:
I like about the program that it is motivated by a story, and whether it is something that really
happened is a little bit mysterious for the children. And this fascinates them . . . (l10, 7 years
of practice, the Green program).
It is easier for the children because they move in a frame, and do not jump from one thing to
another. (l14, 8 years of practice, the Yellow program).
The way the students reacted to the presentation of the symbolic frames differed among the
programs. In the Orange program, the students paid attention during the presentation of the mystery
person’s messages, and during the program activities, they sometimes spontaneously asked about
who this “E.M.” character was. In the Green program, the students spontaneously sang the song
presented every morning, but they did not ask about any other details regarding the presented frame.
No interaction with the surface frame emerged in the Blue program, and just a limited amount of
interaction in the White program. In the Yellow program, the students were motivated by a collection
of “eagle” feathers representing their achievements, but they did not ask for more information about
Native Americans:
It was competitive, but then kind of boring, because everyone got the feathers. (B, student,
11 years, the Yellow program)
In the post-test, the main surface frames were rarely mentioned, with the exception of the Green
frame, which was mentioned by 11 out of the 105 respondents participating in this program. In some of
the programs, the students were influenced more by the alternative surface frames, like “survival in
the outdoors”, than by the main surface frame.
3.2. Deep Frames
( . . . ) what I take as the main message of the program and what I try to pass on to the children
at the very end of the program. And this is, we are not here alone, we must be more careful
( . . . ) this is not about earning the keys, but about how we will act on this planet. (l3, leader,
11 years of practice, the Orange program)
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With the exception of the Orange program, the deep frames remained rather implicit, even though
most of the leaders claimed they try to communicate them (for an overview, see Table 2). In some of
the programs, not all of the leaders were able to formulate the main message that their program wants
to communicate. In other programs, the respondents noted that their understanding of the deep frame
of their program was not shared by all the leaders:
Table 2. Overview of the deep frames in the analyzed programs
Program
Blue

Green

Yellow

White
Orange

Main Deep Frame

Alternative Deep Frames

Frame title

Place attachment

Nature protection

Message

We belong to the place we live in

It is important to protect nature

Frame title

Succession

Nature protection

Message

Life always comes back

It is important to protect nature

Frame title

Responsible life

Utilization of nature

Message

Wise people care about nature

We can use things in nature

Frame title

Adventure in nature

Nature protection

Message

Spending free time in nature is fun

It is important to protect nature

Frame title

Understanding and appreciation of nature

-

Message

Understanding and appreciation of nature
lead to responsible behavior

-

But this is about people, someone may have another message, may feel it differently ( . . . )
we are all unique, I can speak for myself, I cannot take it that everybody feels the same.
(l12, leader, 20 years of practice, the Yellow program)
Only in the Orange program was the deep frame communicated by a set of communication tools,
including revealing of secrets, repetition, visualization, a diary, etc. In the other programs, the deep
frames remained implicit even though the program leaders claimed that they communicated them to
the students:
In the beginning, we tell them what woodcraft is, so it should be said. What is woodcraft,
that this is not only about skills and knowledge, but that it is about wisdom, philosophy,
one’s approach to the world, to life. (l12, 20 years of practice, the Yellow program)
Most of the respondents from the Orange and Yellow programs mentioned the deep frame of
the program in the post-program survey. For the other programs (Green, Blue, White), the students
described instead the alternative deep frames connected with nature protection. On the whole,
the students tended to mention frames connected to the importance of nature and its protection,
while omitting other, more specific, deep frames (e.g., succession):
In the program, we learned that nature is vitally important for us and for animals and for all
living things. (9 years, the Orange program)
I think they told us it is better to behave toward nature better and that it makes sense.
(C, 11 years, the Blue program)
These alternative frames were intentionally or unintentionally communicated by the program leaders.
For example, in some of the programs, the leaders indirectly communicated the frame of utilization
of nature. This was supported by presenting nature as something that can be used for human needs
(like eating berries).
Some of the leaders assumed that the deep frames were communicated through the surface frames.
For example, the leaders of the Green program supposed that the deep frame would emerge as a result
of generalizing the specific story described by the surface frame:
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The story that the program is about is not a fabricated story, but it describes the returning
of life, succession on a specific example, so it makes sense to me. (l10, 7 years of practice,
the Green program)
During the program activities, the observers did not notice that the students would be asked to
realize the general principle behind the specific story. However, one of the leaders described the effort
to make this generalization with the students:
This is important to me that when the motivation is strong (volcano and eruption), it can
be easily related to our environment, our countryside ( . . . ) we speak about the returning
of life somewhere and gradually we investigate it, and this is how it works here, not only
on an island ( . . . ) the first day we ask if the children have experienced such a place . . .
(l11, 2 years of practice, the Green program)
The link between the surface frames and deep frames in the White program was based on
providing the students with a mirror of what children of their age did in the past and what the students
can do now. However, the students were not encouraged to discuss this comparison in the program
and so the deep frame (adventure in nature) remained implicit. In the Blue program, the program
leaders seemed to give up on communicating the deep frame:
It did not work well, I think. This main message, we often repeated it but ( . . . ) when the
message was too complicated, the children did not get it. ( . . . ) For the young children ( . . . )
it was not the most important thing that they took away. And for the older ones, difficult to
say. (l1, 14 years of practice, the Blue program)
In this program, the relationship between the surface frames and deep frames was based on
allegory (a tree without roots). However, this allegory was not discussed with the students who
seemed to enjoy the program activities, but did not reflect on their deeper meaning.
The Yellow and Orange programs tried to link the surface frames and deep frames by
an apprentice-master relationship. In the Orange program, this relationship was clearly elaborated
because the students (explicitly labeled as apprentices) were guided to discover their masters’
(the mystery person’s) secrets; the secrets communicated the deep frame of the program. In the Yellow
program, this link remained untouched: the role of the master was dispersed into non-specific Native
Americans. The students were not motivated to learn their wisdom but instead to achieve success in
the program activities and collect “eagle” feathers.
4. Discussion
The applied methodology had clear limitations. As we have already mentioned, the identification
of the deep frames was not easy for some of the programs. To increase the credibility of our analysis,
we discussed our findings with the leaders or designers of some of the analyzed programs, and they
supported the findings. Another issue emerged in the data collected from the students in the post-tests.
Most of the answers were rather short, and in some cases, there was a risk of misinterpreting them.
Given this situation, we decided to focus on the main features rather than on calculating the saturation
of the analyzed categories. Further, because the uneven number of respondents from each program
did not allow us to make comparisons between the programs, we focused on the main features in the
responses, i.e., on what frames were mentioned most often.
As for the observations, we tried to avoid potential misinterpretation due to the observers’ failures
or the differences in the practice of the different program leaders by observing each program twice,
each time by a different observer (the first author observed each of the five programs).
The findings described above open further questions: Is it worth trying to communicate
alternative deep frames in OEEPs? Is it possible that the frame of environmental values and nature
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protection resulted from the students’ preconception about the type of program they participated in?
(Thus, they interpreted the communicated frame accordingly and ignored other, more subtle messages.)
The differentiation between surface frames and deep frames appears to be highly important
for the analysis of OEEPs [21,46]. Overall, we found that OEEPs may communicate more than one,
and, in some cases, contradictory deep frames. This was apparent in the Yellow program, when nature
was presented as a source of wisdom transmitted by idealized Native Americans (the woodcraft frame)
and also a challenge that needs to be overcome (the survival frame). While most of the students
reported that this program communicated the value of nature and nature protection, some interpreted
the program as competitive or as learning how to use nature wisely. This shows that a program may
communicate confusing messages, supporting both environmentally and non-environmentally focused
values [8,11,16,28].
Moreover, our findings highlight the importance of linking the surface frames with the deep
frames. As we could see, this calls for various linking methods helping the students to connect the
specific with the general—whether it be presenting the mystery-apprentice link as an attractive and
trustworthy model to follow or allocating sufficient time to discuss the mirror-like link and guiding
the students to compare it with their lives. While we could see that such linking methods were at least
partially applied in some of the programs (Orange, Green), in others they remained underdeveloped.
All of these strategies open a large area of questions. In the present study, we identified the
issue of authenticity that emerged from the leaders’ reflections. This brings up deep, ethical questions
connected with the very foundations of program design. As we could see, the explicitly elaborated
surface frames were intended mainly to attract students and engage them in the programs. The idea of
attracting students to participate in an educational program prepared by adults by this method has a
long tradition [34,45]. However, the importance of applying an explicitly elaborated surface frame may
also mean that a program is not based on the students’ internal motivation, and so the students need to
be motivated by something other than the program activities themselves. In light of this, some authors
have recommended providing students with more autonomy in shaping the program according to
their own interests [49–53]. This issue presents a critical crossroads for designers of OEEPs: should
programs be designed to effectively communicate particular frames connected with sustainability,
or should they provide students with an opportunity to shape the programs on their own, even if this
may compromise the effectiveness of the programs?
Finally, frame analysis provides an interesting opportunity to investigate OEEPs from a new
perspective. Based on the discussions we had with the program leaders about our findings, examining
the relationship between what a program wants to communicate and what it actually communicates,
between its surface frames and deep frames, inspires new ways for both program leaders and
researchers to think about the program. In light of this, frame analysis may find its place in evaluation
practice that is rooted particularly in the discourse of utilization-focused evaluation [54].
5. Conclusions
Analyzing the frames communicated by OEEPs brings an interesting and important perspective
on the ways these programs work. This perspective can be particularly useful for interpreting the
impact these programs have on their participants. It can be argued that what the program activities
actually communicate might be of higher importance than what their intended purpose is.
In this study, we found that in some cases, OEEPs may communicate confusing messages to their
participants. Clarifying what the program wants to say and how can be one of the ways of improving
the program’s effectiveness. At the same time, our findings show that, regardless of their potential
weaknesses, the programs are for the most part interpreted by the participants as encouraging valuing
and protecting nature. In light of this, we assume that clarifying the programs’ frames is particularly
important when they differ from what the program participants expect to be communicated. While the
lack of clarity may not compromise the ambition of a program to support students’ environmental
values and attitudes, it may reduce its effectiveness in communicating other, more specific, messages

Sustainability 2020, 12, 4451

12 of 14

connected with sustainability. As a result, we might say that frames do matter, even though they
matter more for some OEEPs than others.
Frame analysis provides a new opportunity for evaluating OEEPs. This opportunity still needs to
be further investigated.
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