
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

YES – Resilience Summer Institutes  
Insights from Surveys, Interviews and Observations 

Summer Institutes were held as the culminating activity of the YES – 

Resilience program at the NC Museum of Natural Sciences in Whiteville, 

NC (June 8-10) and in Raleigh, NC (June 22-24). The purpose of this 

report is to provide information regarding the participants’ perceptions of 

successes and challenges for the event(s), and any needed changes to the 

program model. The data for this report comes from observations and 

artifacts, three focus groups (one in Whiteville and two in Raleigh), and 22 

end of program surveys. The survey questions about the Summer Institute 

asked participants to share what part of the institute they most enjoyed, 

and what about the institutes needed to be improved. 

On Location - Finally 

After nearly a year of entirely virtual meetings, in-person meetings at each 

museum brought with them a revival of motivation, interest, and 

enthusiasm at the end of the program. The teen participants enjoyed being 

in the company of their peers and combining learning with discussion, 

hands-on activity (such as building a cardboard city) and physical 

exploration (like a downtown scavenger hunt or kayaking adventure). The 

Whiteville cohort averaged six participants per day (with maximum of 8) 

and the Raleigh group 14 a day (with a maximum of 15).  

“I'm a lot happier than when we're online. It's just really draining to view the screen for so long. And we're 

just sitting, and now we're able to walk around. And I love how we went outside. I've never actually 

explored downtown.” – Raleigh Participant 

Activities 

The YES – Resilience Summer Institutes featured application activities designed for participants to meaningfully 

interact and apply what they learned through the program. The program leaders, museum staff, and content experts 

connected, in-person for the most part, with the teens to complete these end-of-program activities. The procedures 

at each site varied, mainly due to location constraints and needs of the participants. In Whiteville, the parent survey 

indicated that there would be some difficulty getting participants to the museum three days in a row so the first day 

of the institute was held on Zoom. This was the most significant difference from what was originally planned for the 

summer institute meetings. Both locations enjoyed a variety of indoor and outdoor activities, with guest speakers 

and participant presentations. The activities in red on the table were specifically mentioned in answers about what 

was most enjoyed by the youth. 

Key Findings  

• Participants found the in-person 

institutes engaging and 

enjoyable. 

• Hands-on activities were the 

favorites, especially the 

Cardboard City. 

• Participants showed a desire for 

community and connection with 

each other. 

• Preliminary evidence points to a 

shift in participant thinking, 

possible impact on their actions.  

• When possible, use less 

technology to deliver programs 

add more breaks to schedules.  



 

 

Activities 

 Mode of 

Delivery 

Whiteville Mode of 

Delivery 

Raleigh 

Day 1 Online  

(2 hours) 

• Environmental Justice Timeline 

• Climate Mitigation Metaphors 

• Introduction to Cardboard City 

Challenge 

In-person 

(6 hours) 

• Introduction to Cardboard City 

Challenge 

• Tallest Tower Activity 

• Climate Privileges and 

Environmental Justice Activity 

• Climate Mitigation and Energy 

Justice Activity 

Day 2 In-Person  

(6 hours) 

• Kayaking Eco-tour 

• Stormwater Walk 

• Guest Speaker (NC Coastal 

Federation) 

• Shifting Shorelines Demonstration 

In-person 

(6 hours) 

• Climate Resilience Scavenger 

Hunt 

• Guest Speakers (Operation 

Climate, Duke University) 

• Environmental Justice Timeline 

• Flood Preparedness Walk 

• Nature Journaling/Climate 

Story/Action Project Presentation 

check-in 

Day 3 In-Person  

(6 hours) 

• Cardboard City Challenge 

• Guest Speaker (NC Office of 

Resilience and Recovery) 

• Expanding Spheres of Resilience 

• Four (4) Action Project and Climate 

Story Presentations  

In-person 

(6 hours) 

• Cardboard City Challenge Part 2 

• Guest Speaker (NC Office of 

Resilience and Recovery) 

• Expanding Spheres of Resilience 

• Nine (9) Action Project and 

Climate Story Presentations  

 

Feedback on Activities 

Participants’ comments in the interviews and surveys show how the Institute, and the program as a whole, was well-

received. There were many successes. To answer the question, “What have you enjoyed the most about the 

summer institute?”, the most common answer was the ability to work with their peers (nine of the twenty-one 

comments were about meeting each other and working together). Participants appreciated the time for talking and 

collaborating throughout the programming. Some of the other Summer Institute activities that participants mentioned 

enjoying the most were the outdoors experiences (e.g., exploratory walks/scavenger hunts, and kayaking). The 

most mentioned activity was the Cardboard City Challenge. For that activity, the teamwork and action based on 

concepts from the entire program, with the added opportunity to think creatively, really sparked participants’ interest.  

“That fictional [cardboard] city helps you kind of really get an idea of how different initiatives and how they 

experience climate impacts can change people's lives.” - Whiteville Participant 

Collective Impact 

Participants’ comments on the surveys and in the interviews showed how the content and activities came together in 

ways that seemed to impact their actions and thinking. These strands may be explored further in program research 

and evaluation. 

Building Community. Participants’ comments about the institutes and activities they enjoyed the most were 

focused on making connections with others, sometimes with the guest speakers and leaders, but mostly other 



participants. They liked being able to talk to others in person and collaborate when working with program content. 

This reflects what was found in survey results throughout the year as the teens consistently asked to be in smaller 

groups, and desired in-person meetings whenever possible. It is likely this result was facilitated by the pandemic 

situation that kept them in virtual meetings for most of the year. 

“I enjoyed making the cardboard city the most. It pulled together everything we have learned and 

interacted with over the course of the program. We were also allowed to work together for the first time in 

person.” – Post-program survey 

Changes in Thinking. The potential for the program, including Summer Institute, to impact the thinking and actions 

of students also emerged, especially in how participants shared their willingness to tell others what they learned 

about the impact of climate on their own community. One teen used the word “empowered”, and others mentioned 

thinking about topics when walking around near their homes (e.g., the amount of concrete or places prone to flood 

they viewed). The guided practice given through the walks and explorations (e.g., kayaking, scavenger hunt, 

journaling) provided concrete examples that could be easily shared when they speak with others. 

“The scavenger hunt really made me more aware of the surroundings, and in terms of the climate or 

weather [I could] use the thermometers and compare different surfaces. We could see in real time what 

was going on.” – Raleigh Participant 

Moving Forward 

The suggestions for improvement offered by teen participants highlight some themes in the data and indicate areas 

that may be targeted for improvement in future iterations of the program. The most common specific suggestion for 

improvement of the institute was more time outside (five of the 21 comments). Other notable themes that emerged 

throughout the interviews and survey comments provide the basis for further recommendations. 

Targeted Technology Use. Technology can allow versatility and variety, but it is also sometimes limiting and can 

present barriers to participation. More than one participant reported issues with technology over the course of the 

program such as dropped internet signal or problems with Zoom. For the Summer Institute, there was some 

disappointment over the Whiteville day which was online. Multiple suggestions were made that online meetings be 

used for shorter sessions during the week, as the three plus hours-long Zoom sessions were a lot to take in at one 

time. In the future it is recommended that technology use for meetings be sparing unless its use is required. 

“It might have been harder for me like to do in person during the school year, [so meeting online] was 

nicer. I felt like it was a little bit more accessible, [as I’m] being kind of busy, to go online. But definitely I 

prefer [in person meetings].” – Raleigh Participant 

Peer to Peer Opportunities. The preference for face-to-face activities with peers was clear, but this can still be 

addressed when virtual meetings must be used. Meetings should include ongoing chances for individual participants 

to speak to each other. Small group, cooperative activities where each participant controls an aspect of the task can 

be conducted whether in-person or at a distance, using the breakout features in Zoom. Leaders should remain 

cognizant that proximity in a small group breakout does not automatically result in speaking or interaction - 

participants will still need guidance on what to speak about and how to contribute. 

“The only reason I didn’t give [the meeting] an excellent was because in the breakout room it was hard to 

interact with people. It didn’t feel like there was a lot of structure for those activities.” *FALL Academy 

Survey Response* 

Connect with Adults. In addition to talking with each other, hearing from the guest speakers and a student intern 

made an impact on the participants. Hearing directly from experts working on climate issues provided new 

perspectives for participants to consider. Two participants requested more opportunities to hear from climate 

professionals. In addition, speakers who were younger (e.g., Duke students) showed the teens what sort of activities 

they could do in the near future regarding climate resilience. The UNC intern provided resources, guidance, even 



advice on college admissions – all of which were mentioned by participants. Continuing to use young interns and 

professionals who can serve as role models and mentors is advised for further programs. 

“Anybody can read an article on something but having an expert saying it to you is a different experience. 

It’s very beneficial.” – Whiteville Participant 

Active Elements. The teens commented heavily on the activities that included physical movement, interaction, and 

outdoor time. It is also clear from the participant feedback that the chance to exchange ideas with small groups of 

their peers, especially in person, was highly valuable. Even though the scavenger hunt included heavy use of 

technology, the added interaction with peers and physical activity made it one of the favorites. It is recommended 

that the program continue to offer as many of these types of opportunities as possible to maintain engagement.  

“People are built to be social, which Zoom kind of fulfilled that. But humans were also built to move 

around and do stuff. They weren't built to sit on a chair, looking at something for a large chunk of the day.” 

– Raleigh Participant 

Adding Breaks. Many requests were made for more breaks during long sessions, for both online meetings and in-

person. Leaders’ interviews indicated that they thought about adding breaks (and did), but the participants 

requested more. Almost every feedback group (at both the spring sessions and Summer Institutes) had at least one 

request for more breaks. In future programs, leaders should add the amount of breaks they think are needed, then 

add one or two more.  

“[The first day] was like, two hours of just listening to background information. Then we have like a 30-

minute break for lunch. And then we're back for three more hours. That was a lot to do.” – Raleigh 

Participant 

Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic created challenges through the year for the YES – Resilience program, and the in-person 

Summer Institute was a welcome change to the type of meetings. Technology had facilitated all the previous 

meetings, and the participants stated they particularly enjoyed meeting their peers face-to-face. Throughout the 

program and at the Institute, the group formed a community of learners, building connections with each other and 

content experts while gaining knowledge that could be applied in their own communities. Participants shared 

examples of how the program made them think about their own surroundings, and further research on their planning 

and execution of Action Projects should reveal more about what the extent of change may have been in participants’ 

skills and knowledge. 
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