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River-Running Metaphor for Thinking Through
Social Justice Competency Development

By Elyse Rylander and Mary Breunig

If proper etiquette for a socially just

outdoor leader is broken down into its basic
components, it is very similar to informing

a novice whitewater kayaker about river
running. For example, a whitewater paddler
should work to avoid whirlpools. An
educator or program leader should avoid
making assumptions about participants
based on race, class, gender presentation,
age or ability, for example, to avoid being
swallowed up by a different but equally
dangerous whirlpool. Undercuts are a
dangerous river feature that have the same
effect as a whirlpool in regards to potential
entrapment. When a non-formal educator is
leading a group, s/he must be vigilant about
homophobic, transphobic, misogynistic,
racist, classist and ageist jokes or comments
and avoid being entrapped by group
enculturation. Another common river feature
that any whitewater paddler is taught to
avoid are strainers. A socially just non-formal
educator should avoid overly relying on one
group member’s experience, who may come
from a marginalized population, as the sole
source of social justice knowledge about that
particular marginalized population, and thus
work to avoid being sucked into (and under)
a narrow perspective.

Simultaneous to learning about which river
features to avoid, novice paddlers are also
taught which river features will help them
to safely navigate the waterway. Non-formal
educators can be taught to navigate social
justice terrain in a similar manner. Paddlers
are instructed to seek out a downstream V as
a safe navigational landmark; social justice
proponents would identify “respect” as one
key navigational landmark. Wave trains

and surfing waves represent exciting facets
of many rivers but can be a bit tricky to
navigate as a novice. A temporary moment of
trepidation can lead to a feeling of elation if
deftly navigated and with the “right degree”
of knowledge and expertise. Being honest
about one’s knowledge level on a particular
social justice topic while taking risks to open

i

up dialogue can result in a similar feeling
of elation if navigated well, even when
navigating those waters may feel scary at
first. Educating oneself and others on social
justice topics can also be unnerving, much
like paddling into a drop on the river, but
those results too can be rewarding.

There are situations on the river in which a
paddler must aim for the one path between
two hard objects, otherwise known as a slot.
A similar experience can happen in social
justice advocacy when someone takes a risk
to interrupt someone else’s use of oppressive
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language. The pressure from the opposing
forces can sometimes seem too frightening,
however the pressure of that “in-between”
place may actually lead to a successful
outcome. Constant communication with
and awareness of all the paddlers in one’s
surrounding environment, with a particular
view toward your group members, is
foundational to a safe and successful day
on the water. Exhibiting “good expedition
behaviour” by looking out for others and
respecting the line they choose in navigating
a rapid is paramount. Likewise, respect,
establishing a “safe” environment, and
maintaining open lines of communication
are foundational to social justice
competency.

Many judgment calls are made on the river
and when advocating for social justice,
requiring one to remain constantly alert,
perceptive, knowledgeable and flexible to
the changing terrain. Remember that, while
engaging in paddling a river and advocating
for social justice may feel scary for novices,

those marginalized by society because they
hold less privilege established by some
“other” dominant, hegemonic norm, have
scarier, deeper and more complicated waters
to navigate. How can I/we educate for and
toward a more socially just world alongside
them?

Mary Breunig, PhD is an Associate Professor

of Recreation and Leisure Studies at Brock
University and Past-President of the Association
Jor Experiential Education. Her scholarship
focuses on social and environmental justice in
outdoor experiential education. Find out more at
marybreunig.com
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Director of OUT There Adventures, a Seattle-
based adventure education organization
committed to fostering positive identity
development, individual empowerment and
improved quality of life for LGBTQ youthfyoung
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please go to www.outthereadventures.org



