
Final Expedition: How Autonomous Student Experiences in Outdoor 
Programming Contribute to Positive Youth Development.

Abstract

Autonomous Student Experiences (ASE)

One of the most important tasks for all adolescents is learning the skills needed to 
take charge of their own lives and make positive and healthy choices. In the field 
of Outdoor Adventure Education (OAE), an important course element, Final 
Expedition, has been built into program design in an attempt to facilitate personal 
growth and developmental outcomes in youth. 

Findings from the qualitative data analysis indicated that the absence of/limited 
assistance received from instructors during the Final Expedition heightens 
adolescents’ awareness of their own potential and skills, which leads to 
reinforcing their competency and confidence in surviving in the outdoors. In 
addition, heightened awareness of others’ strengths, weaknesses, and needs 
during the Final Expedition contributes to facilitating adolescents’ development 
in connecting with and caring for others.

a) How ASE (Final Expedition) contributed to student growth in PYD?
b) What’s the mechanisms underlying ASE & PYD?

Positive Youth Development (PYD)
Beginning in early 1990s
• New and Strength-based perspective of youth development
• Focus on building protective factors, resources, and assets

around adolescences

Lerner et al. (2005) in studying PYD in 4-H organizations, 
identified “Five Cs” of PYD. 
• Confidence: having internal sense of overall positive self-

worth and self-efficacy
• Competence: having positive views of one’s actions in 

specific domains
• Connection: positive bonding with people and institutions 

where there are bi-directional exchanges between the 
individuals and their peers, family, school and community.

• Caring: possessing compassionate behavior
• Character: having respect for societal and cultural rules

Method
Sample size: N=72
Qualitative research method: Semi-structured interview guide
Timing: 4 to 6 weeks after students completed the course

Table 1. Selected Courses:

Table 2. Summary of Demographic 
Information for Interviewed Participants.

How ASE contributed to student 
growth in PYD?

• Competence
• Final Expedition helped show that we had learned all the skills, and even though they were 

kind of taught on the fly, but we learned them and proved to everyone that we knew them 
and on the way picked up a whole bunch of skills (Richard).

• Confidence
• I think everybody was more confident and there are like decision-making as far as this 

little thing like, in the kitchen the cooks were just right on top of the meals. And the leaders 
were really on top of it showing the route for that day and just like more confident 
(Andrew).

• Caring
• The first day of the Final one of us got really sick. And between looking out for her, making 

sure she was healthy as possible that we weren’t over working her. By Final, we were each 
other’s family at that point. And we had that argument, but overall, we had to finish this 
goal, and…we finished stronger than we started from my opinion (Michael).

• Connection
• I think I was more engaged with the group as a whole and like how everybody felt and like 

people’s opinions were on things because without the help of instructors (Clark).
• Character

• If looking at different perspectives of people, we had a huge different diversity in our 
group, and you can just look at people differently like once you like, you just don’t make a 
first impression (Stephen).

Mechanisms underlying ASE & PYD
Heightened awareness of self -> Confidence and Competence
• Yes, we can go on an expedition or I can go on this expedition 

by myself,” um, which is huge and it’s also very nice a recap 
the whole Outward Bound experience (Clark)

• I feel like if I didn’t have that Final Expedition, I wouldn’t have 
been able to openly talk to people right now like I did at school 
(Stephen)

Implications
• Program managers should consider including ASE in long-term OAE programs.
• Outdoor institutions should consider providing trainings for their instructors and staff who 

design long-term expedition courses for adolescents for the purpose of promoting positive 
youth developmental outcomes.

• Field instructors should pay attention to participants who play leadership roles during ASE. 
• Implications for seeking funding for OAE youth development programs.

Definition of Autonomous Student Experiences (ASE)
• “Participants have a greater measure of choice and control over the planning, 

execution, and outcomes of their learning” (Daniel, Bobilya, Kalisch, & 
McAvoy, 2014, p.4). 

What is it?
• Unique and important element in outdoor education program design

When does it happen?
• Usually happens in the last period of an Outdoor Program

Outward Bound School describes their ASE component, Final Expedition, 
as:
• “Near the end of course, if you and your group have demonstrated the 

necessary leadership, problem solving and wilderness living skills, you may be 
given the opportunity to travel without your Instructors immediately present” 
(“Colorado Outward Bound School Itinerary Overview and Travel 
Information”, 2017, p.2). 
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Courses Dates Length
1.   Alpine Backpacking 7/7-7/29/2016 22 days
2.   Sea Kayaking and Alpine Backpacking I 7/9-7/30/2016 22 days
3.   Sea Kayaking and Alpine Backpacking II 7/9-7/30/2016 22 days
4.   Colorado Rockies Mountaineering & Rock Climbing 6/10-7/1/2017 22 days
5.   Colorado Rockies Mountaineering & Rock Climbing 6/17-7/16/2017 30 days
6.   Sangre de Cristo Mountaineering 6/18-7/9/2017 22 days
7.   Maroon Bells Mountaineering 7/10-7/31/2017 22 days
8.   Maroon Bells Mountaineering 7/10-7/31/2017 22 days
9.   Maroon Bells Alpine Backpacking 7/10-7/31/2017 22 days
10. Colorado San Juan Mountaineering 7/21-8/11/2017 22 days
11. Colorado San Juan Alpine Backpacking 7/21-8/11/2017 22 days

Research Question

Interview 
Participant

(Pseudonym)

Age 
(years)

Gender
State of 

Residence

Andrew 16 Male OR
Brandon 18 Male CA

Clark 17 Male CA
Lawrence 17 Male WA
Michael 16 Male MI
Richard 17 Male MA
Stephen 17 Male CA

Figure 2. A snapshot of the layout of Dedoose
(Mixed-method Data-analysis software)

Figure 1. Students travel as a small group with minimum assistance from instructors. 
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Heightened awareness of others –> Caring and Connection
• I think it was because of the absence of instructors, everybody 

was helping each other during Finals. It wasn’t like just me, 
everybody was extremely aware of theirs (Clark).

• We learned just taking care of yourself. That is a great value, 
and taking care of others instead of just yourself. We just 
together, if somebody got hurt we took heavier pack and took 
more weight off of them and put them on ourselves. So they 
could making through without having to leave (Lawrence).
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Figure 2. Students using map and compass to navigate in the wilderness.

Figure 1. Figure 2.


