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Amidst the mountain peaks of New York’s
Adirondack Park, our 200-acre campus features 
a working farm, extensive gardens, and alpine 
wilderness that provide hands-on opportunities 
for learning and growth. Students benefit 
from a literal and metaphorical breath of fresh 
mountain air. Our unique mix of talented 
educators, inspiring programs, and a diverse 
community instills values of simple living and 
environmental responsibility.

As inspiring as the 
Adirondack outdoors.
Where students thrive on equal parts 
academics, arts, work, and play. 

Special Focus

The American Gap Association is a nonprofit 

attempting to “Take the Guess Work Out 

of Gap Years” for students, families, and 

independent educational consultants. Gap 

years are certainly on the increase and 

fundamentally the Gap Year remains a 

quintessential opportunity that, for many, is 

a first attempt at identifying how a student 

might meaningfully contribute to the world—

this is about aligning passion, profession, and interconnectedness. 

Our work at its core keeps us objectively focused on growing 

the number of gap year participants from the U.S. We do this by 

sharing information, gathering and disseminating research on gap 

years, and fundraising for gap year scholarships. 

It’s always been our prerogative to assert that while safety is vital, 

learning is more so. This means that gap years have to navigate 

a very fine line between risk management and authenticity-

of-experience: if we have too many safety protocols then the 

experiences become overly rehearsed (i.e., “sterilized”), meaning 

that students know it’s not “real” and the learning just doesn’t click. 

Think about this as tantamount to the Spanish workbooks we all 

had to do in high school, but from which very little was necessarily 

learned. Our Standards do a good job of finding this balance, but 

first it seems prudent to help assert what a gap year is and how we 

define them.

The Five Core Elements Of A Gap Year:  

(aka, the first five AGA Standards)

1. Appropriate Mentorship (Experiential Education). Students learn 

best at this age when they’re with someone who can call them 

out, identify key learning opportunities, and reflect. Gap year 

organizations have typical staff:student ratios of 8:1, with the 

average age of the staff being in their late 20s to early 30s. For 

independent service placements, the students have a mentor 

that they will usually see weekly using Skype. While mentorship 
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is the main goal, this is also a safety 

mechanism to check in about any possible 

physical or mental health issues.

2. Self-Governance (Experiential Education). 

Students need to have skin in the 

game—without this, too often students 

blame everyone around them for an 

“unsuccessful outcome” which is made 

all the easier when they’re not actually 

responsible for any of those outcomes. 

It’s for this reason that most gap year 

students are encouraged to work, at least 

in part, and thus help offset the expenses 

of their program. This is often done by 

assigning different leadership roles that 

are prepped, debriefed, and transitioned 

each week. Some examples might be 

Leader of the Week, Hot Wheels (in charge 

of transportation), or El Maestro (in charge of directing English 

conversation towards practice of Spanish).

3. Reflection (Experiential Education). As we all know, an 

experience alone is great, but it’s not learned unless there’s an 

opportunity to process it. In gap years, HOW this is done varies 

widely, but it’s often a discussion, a journal prompt, a video, a 

project, or even a paper.

4. Learning to See Things From Another Perspective. In the 

world of “Citizenship” that we’re all trying to inculcate, being 

able to empathize or see it through the Other’s eyes is critical 

towards understanding and resolution. I think Congress needs 

a Gap Year, for this reason alone—lord knows they’d return 

more productive. Often this is done through some form of 

experientially based curricula or by an intentional service 

learning experience that requires high contact with the local 

population.

5. Challenging of Comfort Zones. Learning happens best when 

it’s real and we’re not asleep—in this way gap years will 

often keep a student ‘on their toes’ as a matter of program 

design and not just to keep them out of trouble. Without good 

mentorship this will never happen, but largely this is done 

through the engineering of a program that pushes comfort 

zones. Often this would mean putting students in a VERY 

remote location on a project, then bringing them back into 

civilization to process—understanding that we learn best by 

exercising our brains as if they’re muscles through expanding 

then contracting (then reflecting).

Fundamentally, our Standards and accreditation process is designed 

to help individuals begin to more easily identify which organizations 

are really doing quality work. The application process represents 

roughly 54 pages of intention and safety-forethought. And perhaps 

one of the most compelling thoughts is that having these standards 

met doesn’t mean that the experience has to be an expensive one. 

Sitting at a table at a recent IECA conference, there was a lot of 

conversation to be had about why they’re 

all so expensive. The AGA’s accreditation 

process hopefully makes identifying a good 

organization easy—and helps prove that the 

best ones don’t have to cost $10,000; instead, 

it allows that all-important “fit” to be the 

guiding light. As well, it means that the general 

outcomes associated with Gap Years (improved 

GPA, motivation, etc.) will indeed translate 

to the college experience, making an AGA-

accredited experience more meaningful for 

university admissions representatives.

The Five Certifications For AGA Accreditation 

Each organization will fill out only the 

appropriate certifications as are represented by 

each program design, thus allowing for each 

program model to apply in a fashion that’s 

relevant to their design. In this way, the AGA is 

able to support the incredible variety of programming out there.

1. Philosophy and Ethics. EVERY AGA organization needs to 

complete this element. This requires every organization to 

demonstrate it’s basic commitment to financial transparency, 
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transparency of “fit,” legal registrations, clarity of policies, and 

basic safety standards.

2. Backcountry / Developing Country. This is for organizations 

operating more than two hours away from first world definitive 

medical care. 

3. Service-Learning. Any organization practicing service, 

service learning, or volunteering, have to certify that they’ve 

responsibly considered the two primary stakeholders: students 

and the host communities.

4. Independent Placements. Any organization that sends 

students out absent the direct supervision of organizationally 

trained staff, must verify that students have been prepared 

appropriately and the local representatives have clear 

responsibility for safeguards.

5. Partnerships. It’s not uncommon for an organization to ask an 

outdoor outfitter or even a transportation company to oversee 

a certain element of the program. This Standard attempts 

to ensure that adequate checks are made of the partner 

organization to ensure safety standards are met.

Taking a gap year will hopefully soon be a fundamental Right of 

Passage for all young people, and for further advancement—be 

it medical school, a graduate degree, or profession—is already 

starting to be seen as a major leg up. There are still some significant 

hurdles to overcome and we are working on those through 

fundraising and data collection largely, but the outcomes are simply 

undeniable. Universities, as we all have seen, are embracing gap 

years like a favorite teacher and for good reason. Stay tuned as 

many more universities are bound to do the same.

Ethan Knight can be reached at: ethan@americangap.org
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