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At 19, Ashley was eager to get beyond the classroom. She was studying global studies and
sustainability, but college felt bigger on paper than in practice. Lectures were passive, conversations
were abstract. Then she saw a flyer for a WRFI course, Montana Afoot & Afloat, and it felt like an
invitation to something different. There were barriers to this invitation, however. Outdoor gear was
expensive, travel to the west from Minnesota felt out of reach, and she was putting herself through
school.

Then she received the Matt Thomas Scholarship.

“That was the sign,” Ashley recalls. “Once | got that support, it felt like destiny. Someone
believed | belonged there.”

On the Montana Afoot & Afloat course, Ashley encountered a kind of education she hadn’t known
was possible. Learning happened on rivers and trails, in conversation with ranchers, Indigenous
elders, and other community members whose lives were shaped by the land. The physical
challenge of hiking and paddling slowed everything down, creating space for reflection, dialogue,
and connection. Concepts that once felt abstract, like environmental ethics, sense of place, and
responsibility, became tangible and deeply personal. The field experience was both humbling and
empowering, showing Ashley that learning could be embodied, relational, and rooted in the real
world.

Today, Ashley is a learning experience designer and consultant, working primarily with climate-
focused philanthropies. She designs workshops and programs that help organizations learn, adapt,
and navigate complex systems. Looking back, she sees WRFI everywhere in her work—from
community building and facilitation to the science of how people learn best through challenge,
movement, and reflection.

“WRFI was doing learning design before | had words for it,” she says. “Now | understand the
neuroscience behind it—but back then, | just knew it felt right.”




