
 

177- Facing Challenge, Building Competence-Insights from 
Wilderness Inquiry & Greg Lais 

 

Welcome to Mom Enough. [Music] 

With your co-hosts, Developmental Psychologist Dr. Marti Erickson, and Erin Erickson, 
Maternal-Child Health Specialist. Brought to you through a partnership with the Minnesota 
Department of Education and Working Family Resource Center. Content copyrighted by Marti 
and Erin Erickson, all rights reserved. 

Here's my Grandma Marti, and here is Erin, my Mom Enough. [Music] 

Marti Erickson: Welcome to Mom Enough, we are really glad you tuned in today and we think 
you will be glad too because we have with us a very special guest, Greg Lais, who is Founder 
and Executive Director of Wilderness Inquiry, an organization based here in the twin cities, but 
doing work really in many places all around the world. I have a special interest in this topic 
today, and in the interest of full disclosure, I acknowledge that I am on Board at Wilderness 
Inquiry and also Wilderness Inquiry is a recent supporting partner joining Mom Enough. We are 
doing some special activities together coming up very soon this spring and early summer. But 
Greg is just a terrific guest regardless of all of those special connections, and this is a really 
wonderful program that I think raises a lot of issues that are very important to us as parents. 
How do we really encourage our children to build their competence, to build their skills? How do 
we find that line between being protective, as we need to be as parents, but not being so 
protective that we deny our children opportunities to build important skills? And that is true 
whether our children are typically developing or whether they perhaps have some special needs 
or disabilities. Wilderness Inquiry is an organization that serves people of all abilities and all 
ages, and so Greg brings a lot of experience that is relevant to that important topic in parenting. 
Greg has directed this program's growth and development since 1978. He personally instructs 
over 150 wilderness adventures, integrating people of all abilities, including people with 
physical, cognitive and emotional disabilities. Greg is passionate about connecting people with 
each other -- I have seen this firsthand -- and also connecting people to the land and he loves to 
see people get out and do things that no one thought was possible. Greg is also the father of 
two grown children, one of whom is in the Peace Corp now in Panama. That is a big letting go, I 
think, for Greg as a dad. Both of his children love to camp, hike, fish and hunt, and that is no 
surprise knowing how passionate Greg is about those activities, and also the way he has 
devoted his life work to making sure that everyone has a chance to enjoy those sorts of things. 
So welcome, Greg. 

Greg Lais: Thank you, Marti. It is great to be here and it is always great to see you and Erin. 

 



Erin Erickson: Well it is great to have you and I am equally passionate about this issue, and we 
always love to talk about this. And I think today it is going to be really great to focus on some of 
these people who typically cannot get out into the outdoors easily out in the outdoors and how 
we can all support each other and our friends and family in doing this. What do you think to start 
off are some of the biggest barriers to getting kids outdoors in the first place? 

Greg Lais: Well, Erin, I think a lot of it are the usual suspects of time and competition for 
attention and different things that happen just in daily life, and as we live in the city more and 
people do not have the same immediate access to the outdoors that they used to. And all of that 
is there, but I have come to believe more in a cultural, underlying issue, white people do not get 
outdoors as much. And as I have thought about it, I have thought about it just in my own life, 
what got me into it, and my grandparents had cabin in Northern Minnesota near Brainerd. There 
was a whole cultural emphasis: you would go to the cabin, you would go to camp. And some of 
that is missing today. So I think there are pieces in our society, if you will, that have discouraged 
that despite all the advertising of the things that you would see. 

Marti Erickson: Sometimes to the point that we do not let our kids get out there and stretch 
themselves a little bit. And I wonder if you see that as an issue from where you sit, and also 
what advice you have for parents who are concerned about how safe their children will be if they 
go off to a camp or go on one of Wilderness Inquiry's canoe adventures, for example, or go 
hiking and really doing some of those more adventurous kinds of outdoor activities. What do you 
say to those parents? 

Greg Lais: Well, I think for children learning to be in the outdoors, be with each other is all part 
of that growth experience. And people do worry about safety, I certainly worry about it. And as a 
professional in the field we think about it all the time. 

Marti Erickson: You have to, yeah. 

Greg Lais: When I think about it, though, I think of it in a different way than I used to. And now I 
think about it in terms of, "Are the vehicles safe? Are the staff trained?" in terms of a supported 
camping experience. There are ways that parents can actually evaluate that and assure 
themselves that they are putting their child in a more safe situation. But in general I would say 
for kids outdoors, lets face it: kids have been outdoors for how many years? Millenniums? And I 
think... for all the things you think could go wrong, it actually rarely does, and the kids are 
usually able to figure things out for themselves, which to me is the beauty of the venue of being 
outdoors. It allows kids to stretch themselves a little bit in a forgiving environment where they 
can get out and do things and test things out. And that is how to me really learning and growth 
and confidence take place. For parents I would say, part of it is about taking a breath, letting 
their kids go out and do things. There are certain things, like around water if your kids cannot 
swim, get them in swimming lessons. 

Marti Erickson: Boy, that is something we have really emphasized here, and of course Foss 
Swim School is one of our supporting partners, and they have had a great mission to reach out 
beyond just the kids who are in their swim classes in working with people in apartment buildings 
and other places to try and teach water safety. And I think that is one of the real big issues in a 
place like Minnesota, for example, where we have water all around. And I think that is one 



competence that we really need to make sure our children develop as early as possible. And I 
hear you saying that is important it lots of other areas as well. 

Greg Lais: When, you look at the statistics and whatnot, the biggest causes of death, drowning 
is certainly one of them. Again not that it happens often, but it does happen and it is something 
that kids can learn how to swim. So we are a big believer in swimming lessons and learning 
that. And wearing life jackets and modeling safe behavior. But otherwise I think some it is -- I am 
convinced that the biggest danger a lot of times to an outdoor activity is getting there, just simply 
driving. There are all of those issues like traffic and crossing streets, which kids learn and cope 
with; we all cope with that every day. We do not necessarily think of that in an outdoor context, 
but those are all important safety skills. So the other issue that I have is, I remember playing 
with fire, starting fires and matches and knives, the Boy Scout thing about learning how to 
always cut -- if you are whittling a stick, whittle away from you. There are those little lessons that 
parents and programs can promote for safety, too, which I -- again, I think those are life lessons, 
life skills that kids learn, and I think that the outdoor environment is a way for them to pick that 
up and apply that for all of their lives. 

Marti Erickson: Well, and as you say getting kids into programs where there are well-trained 
staff and any vehicles being used are well-maintained. It is such a great opportunity to let the 
kids build the skills within those somewhat controlled environments, so that then when they are 
out on their own they can apply those skills in so many ways. 

Greg Lais: Yeah. I think that is the role that a lot of organized camping has taken for kids. It is 
able to set the foundation. I found that the kids, my kids, they listened more to the camp 
counselors than they did to their parents sometimes. The camp counselors were cool, so they... 

Marti Erickson: Unlike us parents. Let alone grandparents, heaven forbid. 

Greg Lais: Exactly, so they would model that behavior, it does not mean that they will not model 
the parent's behavior; of course, we know they do. 

Marti Erickson: Sure. 

Greg Lais: Some of those of other things they would learn from a respected adult and someone 
who they really care about or look up to. 

Erin Erickson: Well, I think there just a great sense of confidence that comes from learning how 
to be in the outdoors. I think that it seems so removed for so many people today because we 
spend so much time in front of screens or indoors, that knowing that you have some outdoor 
survival skills is a kind of a boost of confidence. I have certainly seen that in my kids when they 
have gone to their summer day camp or overnight camp programs where they have learned 
different outdoor skills. And last year my daughter went to an outdoor survival camp and she 
learned a lot about those things, she was very excited about, "Oh, I learned that if I were ever 
out in the woods I could do this or that." 

Marti Erickson: And she was only seven at the time, almost eight. 

 



Erin Erickson: I thought that was so cool that, here she is learning some safety skills and also 
developing an appreciation for the outdoors. And so along those lines I wondering what 
suggestions you have for parents who really want to encourage their kids to develop a lifelong 
love of the outdoors. 

Greg Lais: Well, first of all, I am with you and I am a believer in that development of confidence. 
And I think of the first time I went to a Y camp over in Wisconsin and I carried a Duluth bag like 
eight miles or something like that. I could not believe that I did it. At the time I thought it was 
agony, but after I was done I was all pumped up. I thought, "Wow, I could do this." I think that 
process of discovering what you are capable of is really what you are trying to foster out there. I 
think for parents the big thing is really to get out there and do it. I am a believer that -- just get 
out and try it. For example, take a bike ride, or take a hike, or take your kid on a hike around the 
lake. Just get out and do it, and maybe your child at first does not want to walk a mile, but I am 
just a proponent of getting out and trying the different activities. Making it easy is part of your 
daily routine. You do not have to go to Yellowstone or the Bounty Waters, you can take a walk 
around Lake Calhoun, you could take a walk around your local park, and really just start there 
and see if the kids like that and how they benefit from it. 

Marti Erickson: That is good advice, and I think the parents or grandparents in my case getting 
out there with the kids is certainly important early on, and they learn to love it because the see 
adults loving it, too. But like you say, they are discovering their own competence and that is 
what really leads to true confidence. I think we got so misguided over a couple of decades really 
in just trying to build our children' s so called self-esteem with a lot of praise and telling them 
how special they are. And certainly praise and encouragement have their place, but there is no 
way to really build confidence like experiencing that you are competent in the outdoors, as you 
know better than anyone, Greg, I think really is an easy venue in which that can happen. 

Greg Lais: Absolutely, and I think part of that is because the outdoors is really indifferent to us. 
The outdoors does not take a point of view; it does not praise, and it does not criticize either. 

Marti Erickson: It gives you feedback. 

Greg Lais: It gives you feedback, for sure, but you are testing against a non-subjective place, 
entity or thing. And that is the beauty of it, it does not care. That sounds maybe harsh, but when 
kids are out their testing their limits, when you are testing against Mother Nature, Mother Nature 
lays it straight to you and just puts it right back. 

Marti Erickson: That is a good point. 

Erin Erickson: We talk about, "Okay, you could take your kids out to the lake," or something, but 
what if you have a child with disabilities? I think that is a whole 'nother level of challenge. How 
do you get a child who is maybe in a wheelchair out to the woods or something? What kinds of 
things can we do as parents if we have a child who has a disability? 

Greg Lais: I think it is important for all children, but if a child has a disability or some other 
special needs, it is even more important. And I think it is important in a normalized context, if 
you will, for kids to get out, for kids to play together, whether that is on a playground or at the 
lake or wherever it is. And of course, this is something that we do or that Wilderness Inquiry has 
done for some many years, it is almost like we take it for granted now. You can put kids out 



there in wide variety of environments, and they will figure it out and play with each other and do 
things. I have seen that time and again where, as a parent, you might have worried about what 
was going to happen, but when you put the kids there in a certain situation, it worked out 
beyond your imagination for how good it could be. I will give you an example. I remember going 
out to Yellowstone National Park, and we did a family trip out there. And trip was a family who 
had twin boys and one of the boys had cerebral palsy and used a wheelchair. It was a pretty 
significant disability with that. And our kids were out there, we hiked to a place called the Lone 
Star Geyser, which is a really cool place. And this geyser goes off every hour. While we were 
hiking out there, the young man in the wheelchair was getting pushed by his dad, and it was not 
the easiest pushing. And so the kids said, "Hey, well, let's be a dog sled team. And why aren't 
we the huskies and have the young man, he is the sled?" So they hooked themselves up with 
ropes and became a sled dog team. 

Erin Erickson: Oh, my gosh. 

Greg Lais: To help the kid get out to the Lone Star Geyser. And they really came up with more 
on their own. It was no big deal. They were just playing and very creative and having a good 
time. In addition to making it easier for the dad to get out there, the social bonding that took 
place and the fact that they were not thinking of this young man as having a disability, and he 
was not even thinking of himself as having a disability. They were playing. 

Marti Erickson: Oh, that's a great example. 

Greg Lais: Yeah, it was phenomenal to see it. 

Marti Erickson: And the problem-solving ability of the kids really shines through in that. 

Greg Lais: It really does, and we see that again and again. And so really it's not that hard, I 
mean, you do not have to over-think it or over-engineer it and maybe that is something we do 
sometimes. If you can simply put him in the same place and have a little bit of focus, a little 
direction, be there to help steer things back on the right track if they get off track, the kids will 
take care of themselves. 

Marti Erickson: You know, one of things I observed when I first got to know Wilderness Inquiry, 
and this would have been almost five years ago, I had the privilege of speaking at your 30th 
anniversary banquet. I remember some of the young people who had gone through your 
programs doing panel presentation after I spoke. And that was one of the most moving things I 
think I have seen in many, many years. And what was so moving to me about it was that there 
were young people who had disabilities, but they were not just recipients of service in the way 
we sometimes think about. They are people with special needs and we need to do things for 
them. These were young people with disabilities, with special needs of varying types, and they 
were leaders in Wilderness Inquiry. And that was just a really powerful statement, I think, about 
how an experience like the kinds of experiences you provide through Wilderness Inquiry really 
lets people of all abilities or with various types of special needs find their own competence and 
really shine and be leaders to others. And it was such a statement about the reciprocal nature of 
people who are typically developing, able-bodied people, interacting with people who have 
special needs and how everybody benefits in that kind of circumstance. 

 



Greg Lais: Yeah, I agree with you, and it is very moving and very powerful to see. When you 
think about it from a kid's point of view, what did we want when we were kids? We want to be 
normal. "I want to be accepted by my friends. My friends are everything to me." And I definitely 
remember being in that stage of life, not that you hopefully ever leave that, friends are always 
important. But I think that what you do not want to have happen as a child is be categorized as 
having special needs or wearing glasses or braces. 

Marti Erickson: Sure. 

Greg Lais: We are so sensitive to those social cues, and that is what I think is the beauty of 
these outdoor experiences, is it takes the focus off of those social cues. And if the mosquitoes 
are out there or the bees or geese are migrating or you cannot start the fire in the rain, whatever 
it is, you are not thinking about your place in society. You are not type casting yourself. That 
way you are dealing with real-world challenges and real-world issues together. I think that is part 
of the formula for why the outdoors is so successful in helping people learn confidence. 

Marti Erickson: Yeah, yeah. Absolutely, there is another issue that I think comes up a lot in your 
work in some of your more recently developed programs that I am familiar with. And that has to 
do with cultural differences and sometimes socio-economic differences, in terms of the 
experiences that children and families are able to have. I know more than 40 percent of the 
people Wilderness Inquiry serves are people of color, and that is a pretty significant statement. I 
know the different cultures view the outdoors differently, maybe have had different historic 
experiences that might shape the way they view the outdoors. How have you helped parents 
and young people from different cultures experience the outdoors in positive ways, taking into 
account those differences? 

Greg Lais: That is a great question, Marti. There is so many different cultural aspects to this, 
and these are things that even today I am getting in tune with myself. But I think that the key for 
a lot of it is, comes down to relationships. And the fact that we have 40 percent of people of 
color which is unheard of, actually, in the outdoor world. 

Marti Erickson: Yeah. It really is; it is a stunning statistic. 

Greg Lais: Yes, it is a stunning statistic. Sadly it is. That is very sad. I think well what is 
different? What are we doing different here? What we are doing is going to the communities. 
We are going to where people live. A lot of outdoor people think, "Oh come to the Bounty 
Waters, or come to my camp." What we do is we go to Loring Park or Powder Horn Park and we 
participate in festivals like Juneteenth, or other community events, Dragon Boat Festival. The 
origin of how we got there is interesting. I mean, we used to take our slide show around to 
nursing homes and say to people with disabilities, "Join us in the Bounty Waters." And they 
would say, "Well, could we try it on a local lake first? [Laughter] Which made sense. 

Marti Erickson: How about Lake Harriet? 

Greg Lais: Exactly. So we would do that, but that tradition stayed. So I think that by virtue of 
being there and getting into the communities, getting to know the staff, getting to know the 
people, it has formed those relationships. I have just come to believe that so much of it is a 
comfort with people and relationships and activities. That is how you get into it. Recently we did 
this thing called the canoe-mobile where we put our big Voyager canoes on the road and went 



to New York and DC and Cincinnati, which was really cool. And I will never forget being in the 
Bronx. We spent a week there taking these kids paddling on the Harlem River, and they had 
these drawings and sketches that the kids had done from school. These were probably fourth or 
fifth graders. And there was a huge wall of these drawings and sketches all with the canoes. I 
went up there and read them, and what I saw, I would say half of them or more talked about 
how cool -- "This really cool guy was really nice to me and helped me in the canoe, and he is 
really cool, and I want to be with him again." They were talking about the relationships. 

Marti Erickson: And I know who the really cool guy was, and I can just imagine. 

Greg Lais: Yeah. But it was about the relationships with our staff which was what made the 
difference. And here we think of, "Oh, well, do they want to see eagles or fish?" which is great. 
"Do they want to see the outdoors?" not "Do they want to go see the people?" But I do believe 
that in reaching and getting in with other cultures, if you will, it is a relationship thing. And it is 
about getting to know them and having them get to know you and bridge that gap and try 
something new. 

Marti Erickson: Absolutely, relationships are transforming. And it is very powerful statement 
about the work you are doing. Can you back up just a little bit? You talked about the canoe-
mobile. And before we wrap up, I just want to make sure that people get to hear a little bit about 
the UWCA, and you can explain what that is, and that was the precursor to what you are now 
doing with the canoe-mobile in going to a lot of different cities, right? 

Greg Lais: Yeah, that's right. Well, as you know, kids are not getting outdoors. How do we 
connect kids with nature? You of all people are familiar with that issue. So one of the things that 
we did five years ago in partnership with the National Park Service and some other 
organizations, the Mississippi River Fund, is started this program called Urban Wilderness 
Canoe Adventures or UWCA, where we are working with school districts and youth groups to 
bring kids, in this case, paddling on the Mississippi River. 

Marti Erickson: Which flows right through the Twin Cities. 

Greg Lais: Right through the heart of the Twin Cities. 

Marti Erickson: People in other parts of the country do not always realize that. 

Greg Lais: That is right. The idea though is to get to know the outdoors through your local 
environment and local outdoors. When I grew up, I thought the outdoors had to be 200 miles 
away, and it took me a while to realize the outdoors was really just right outside your door. 
There is local environments to go and enjoy, like the Mississippi River. So we are doing it on a 
scale and working with schools and communities on a scale that is really making a difference. 
So last year we took 12,000 kids down the river. 

Marti Erickson: That is astounding. 

Greg Lais: Yeah, and it is has been a joy, it has been great to see the schools work with it. We 
were working with big school districts and they have embraced it and... 

 



Marti Erickson: Well, and they are tying curriculum to these experiences in a way that children 
are really not just having that wonderful experience on the river, and that eye-opening 
experience for many of them, but it has been tied back to their language learning and science 
and math and all these different things that can be brought to bear on an experience like that. 
Right? 

Greg Lais: Absolutely, yeah. It is how you use the outdoors as a classroom, as a living 
classroom. There are so many metaphors, so many things and areas from physics to earth 
sciences to literature. And yes, it is all standards-based, curriculum-based things with the 
teachers and parks service. So that is a very big piece of it. 

Marti Erickson: And that is such a real and exciting way to engage children in learning, and I 
think potentially a great way to reduce the achievement gap. So many of the kids you are 
reaching out to are kids who have not had these experiences before. They are kids whose 
families and neighborhoods are lacking in many resources and children from all ethnic 
backgrounds. So it is a real significant effort to try to reduce that achievement gap that we have 
talked about a lot on here as well. 

Greg Lais: Well, and that is what we are shooting for, to get the kids engaged. It is making a 
difference. We have done some evaluations, as you know. 

Marti Erickson: Yes. 

Greg Lais: And the classic pattern is the kids show up and they are a little frightened; they do 
not know quite what to expect. And they get in their canoes and there is nervousness at first, but 
they get in the rhythm and they get paddling and start working together as a team, and by the 
end of the deal, they want to do it again. They have learned some things along the way, some 
cool things, and some hands-on things. For example, one of the things they do is they net. They 
take out a net and net critters from the river. Kids love critters, and it engages their curious side, 
and it is really about engaging them. And an engaged mind is the most valuable mind of all. 

Marti Erickson: Absolutely. 

Greg Lais: And that is what we are trying to do. 

Marti Erickson: And they are learning about how the river touches their lives and they affect the 
quality of the water in the river, and all those reciprocal kinds of relationships between the 
natural world and human beings. 

Greg Lais: Well, that is right. A lot of people think, "Oh, let us have them learn about the 
environment," which is very important. There are so many other things, character-building things 
that they learn when they do it, teamwork and co-operation and self-reliance. Those issues. But 
I have been impressed with how... interested they are in the environment. For example, they 
know the Twin Cities gets its drinking water from the Mississippi River, and they are what 
percentage of their bodies are water, so literally so much of their bodies are Mississippi River 
water. 

Marti Erickson: I never thought about it quite in that way. 

 



Greg Lais: Yeah, well, then they get it in that way then they are very interested in water quality 
on the river, and then that translates in generalizes to other things. It is really a phenomenal 
thing. I cannot tell you how many of these kids now have expressed an interest in becoming a 
National Park Ranger or a Superintendent or working and getting an education and career in the 
outdoors, which is what we are shooting for. 

Marti Erickson: "Green play to green pay," we say. [Laughter] Right? 

Greg Lais: Keep it green. 

Marti Erickson: Yeah, exactly. Well Greg, the work that you and your colleagues at Wilderness 
Inquiry are doing is really amazing, and I appreciate you bringing all of your many years of 
experience since you founded this organization, 35 years almost, to bear on our discussion here 
on Mom Enough today. I do just want to say to our listeners who live here in Minnesota or 
particularly in the greater metropolitan area around Minneapolis and St. Paul that we are going 
to be out on the river with Wilderness Inquiry on Sunday, June 23rd. That is about a month 
away. And you can learn more about that on Mom Enough website. We will be there. I am going 
to be there with as many of my family members as are in town and available. 

Erin Erickson: I will be there, too. 

Marti Erickson: Great. We will be doing some canoeing, parents and children together, on the 
Mississippi River. Right? 

Greg Lais: That is great, and we are looking forward to it. 

Marti Erickson: Well, we are as well, so check that out on our website and you will learn more 
about Wilderness Inquiry, too, by looking at some of the links on our website. Greg Lais, 
founding director of Wilderness Inquiry, thanks for being with us on Mom Enough today. And 
thanks to all of you for tuning in, we hope you will come back again next week. I am Marti 
Erickson, here with my daughter, Erin. Thanks for listening. [Music] 

If you have concerns about your child's growth and development, please talk to your child's 
healthcare provider or call 1-866-693-GROW, that's 1-866-693-4769, to talk to a professional 
and find out ways in which you can get connected to various resources in Minnesota. 

Do you think I'll have a show called KidEnough someday? 

[ Music ] 
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