
child the chance to feel 
the full weight of the 
consequence. What is done 
out of the deepest love, 
quickly sabotages trust 
the child has in them-
selves and quells growth.

As adolescents grow, 
they naturally seek autonomy from 
their parents as they explore and interpret their 
world. At times well meaning parents attempt to 
rescue and ‘help’ their child. A father, helping a 

Infants are almost entirely dependent on their 
parents for basic survival needs including love and 
nurturing. As a toddler, the child is still highly 

dependent yet seeks independence in small, but 
important ways; both toddler and adolescent 
seek independence and freedom without a strong 
grasp of consequences. For adolescents to fully 
understand the consequences, they must experi-
ence them. This is one of the most challenging 
roles of the parent; being able to allow their child 
to falter without rescuing. Many parents, out of 
love and concern, rescue their children before the 
fall or directly thereafter, never really giving the 

continued on page 4

Introducing Second Nature’s 
“The Journey” 

Psycho-educational Wilderness Adventure Groups – Summer 2009 

For the past 10 years Second Nature has led the way in 
outdoor, therapeutic programming, assisting countless families 
on their journey toward healing. We have long believed the 
wilderness provides a powerful classroom; ripe with challenge, 
opportunity and valuable life lessons for adolescents, and 
young adults alike. 

This summer we are putting the power  
of wilderness to the test once again!  
Second Nature is pleased to launch  
“The Journey”, new psycho-educational 
wilderness adventure groups for adoles-
cents ages 13-17. Second Nature will 
offer “The Journey” for two sessions this 
summer. Sessions will be based in our 
Second Nature Uintas location. 

“The Journey” will offer select partici-
pants a three-week, clinically supervised, 
back-packing session focusing on core 
concepts of leadership, self-confidence, 
self-reliance, teamwork, critical thinking, 
responsibility, empowerment and 

continued on page 2

Finding One’s Bearings
by Diana Gordick, Ph.D., Therapist – Second Nature Blue Ridge

Recently as I watched the 
news, I was struck by how the 
current economic crisis mirrors 
adolescence for many teens. It 
is a time of turmoil and uncer-
tainty leaving many unsure of 
where to turn and who to trust. 
Our country’s leaders, both 
corporate and governmental 
are under intense scrutiny 
and often found wanting. 
The community of the United 

States, as well as the greater world 
community, is engaging in an attempt to stem the tide 

of worsening economic circumstances.
Similarly, the average teen coming into wilderness is  

often frantically trying to hold together a life that looks  
better on the surface than the self-doubt, pain, and confusion 
they really feel. They are lost and at sea emotionally, as 
their ability to deal with one or more areas of their lives are 
crumbling. Whether they come to wilderness due to failing 
relationships, substance abuse, debilitating anxiety or  

continued on page 4
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It can be nearly impossible to discern the emotional life of a 
teenage boy. Withdrawal from family life, irritability, and substance 
use might signal to parents that something is troubling their son, but 
those ‘symptoms’ are just as likely to be interpreted by many parents 
and even professionals as typical adolescent behavior. In addition, 
social customs fail parents who recognize their son’s struggles and 
want to help, as there is little to no common agreement on how 
to raise emotionally aware boys and how to approach boys about 
emotional issues. It is difficult to imagine depression and anxiety 
as culprits when the symptoms are disobedience, boredom, and 
hostility, especially when boys deny the existence of a problem. 

It is no wonder that an adolescent boy’s internal distress is often misinterpreted. 
Sensitive or emotional boys are often punished or ridiculed by peers and as such, quickly 
learn to hide or transform their softer emotions into more powerful, less vulnerable 
emotions, such as anger or frustration. Anger, thus, serves as a coping tool to deal 
with difficult emotions. Boys can become so skilled in avoiding and masking their more 
vulnerable emotions—sadness, hurt, guilt, shame, anxiety—that they convince themselves 
there is nothing below the surface. Admitting to such vulnerable emotions, even if boys 
are aware of feeling them and have the context and language for expressing them, 
feels like a huge social risk. Social rejection, academic difficulty, divorce, death, loss, and 
conflict become reasons to withdraw and hide instead of connect with others and receive 

support. Depression and anxiety often coincide with substance use, impulsivity, 
computer gaming, social aggression, family conflict, school 

failure, change in friendships, and running away. Though 
boys experience temporary relief from their emotions 
through avoidance, ‘bottling’ emotions can also result in 

more classic symptoms of depression and anxiety, such as 
low self-esteem, feelings of loneliness and worthlessness.

Wilderness is particularly well suited to engage, assess, 
and treat depressed or anxious adolescent boys. Office or 
talk therapy often fails at reaching boys because of the ease 

with which boys can deflect, distract from, or deny their inner 
distress. Wilderness therapy works because of a myriad ‘back-
door’ approaches inherent in the environmental and social 

settings. Boys’ defenses are often disarmed by the physical 
challenges like hiking and fire-making as well as the social challenges of living with their 
peers. Not only is it difficult for boys to maintain defenses in the face of such challenges, 
peer mentors encourage and support self-examination and growth and model the 
positive effect of change. Peers and instructors provide examples of emotional awareness 
and expression, confidence, and competence. Instructors supply consistent boundaries 
and clear feedback along with warmth, care, and hope. As a result, boys develop skills, 
confront fears, and practice alternative ways of coping with emotional distress. Wilderness 
therapy is an ideal intervention to help boys identify, explore, and choose an approach 
that will support their development into healthy young men. •

Boys in the Wild: Addressing Depression  
and Anxiety in the Wilderness

by Jess Jewell, MS, CPCI, Therapist – Second Nature Uintas

…Introducing Second 
Nature Uintas 
“The Journey” 

continued from cover

“My son learned SO much during his time at Second Nature, both emotionally and 
practically. His time in the woods allowed him to explore his feelings and reflect on 
ways to make his life better. He absolutely loved the staff, and so did I. He bonded 
with them as friends and mentors, and I bonded with them as extended family 
caring for my child at a time and in ways that I could not. Everyone at Second 
Nature was so professional and caring. These are individuals who truly care 
about people and especially the youth.”

Frank 
Second Nature Parent, March 2009

Jess Jewell

healthy communication. Participants 
will learn a variety outdoor living skills; 
including topography, navigation 
and shelter building. The highlight of 
the session will be a participant-lead, 
multi-day backcountry trip to some of 
the most beautiful areas of Utah. 

In addition to the core compo-
nents listed above, each group will 
be thematic in nature to address 
a specialized population. The first 
two sessions will address the specific 
needs of siblings. This group will be 
appropriate for adolescents who 
have had or currently have a sibling 
in treatment. With the guidance of a 
licensed clinician and wilderness field 
instructors, participants will learn how 
to identify and discuss their unique 
struggles, process their feelings and 
receive support. Participants will learn 
how to assertively and appropriately 
discuss the challenges they and their 
families have faced while their sibling 
has been away. Participants will leave 
the experience with tangible tools 
that they may access and utilize upon 
returning home.

A licensed clinician will work with 
the field instructors prior to each 
session to individualize the curriculum 
based on each session’s specific focus 
and the individual needs of the 
participants. The clinician will guide 
the treatment process and serve as the 
bridge between all that is happening in 
the field and parents at home.

Themes for future “The Journey” 
sessions will be announced periodically. 
To learn more about course dates and 
admission requirements please contact 
our Admissions team at 866-205-2500. 
We look forward to discussing these 
exciting new groups  
with you! •
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education and experience to work with this special population, 
wilderness therapy is naturally effective. It is very structured. 
It provides clear consistent expectations, that when learned, 
provide individuals a sense of control and competence. The 
staff to student ratio is high, providing much needed indi-
vidual attention. There is much attention given to the peer 
culture of the group, ensuring a positive environment with a 
high level of emotional safety. Each student is accepted for 
himself, no matter how “quirky”. 

The real power of wilderness therapy for students with 
an ASD is in its ability to provide in vivo social and emotional 
development. Every moment of everyday, every event, every 
interaction is a potential opportunity to learn and practice more 
effective social skills and coping skills. It’s like on-the-job training. 

There can be some special challenges with this population, 
including executive functioning issues, dealing with transitions, 
emotional regulation, self-care, sensory integration issues, 
understanding idioms/metaphors, etc. Treatment plans must be 
individualized for each student. Systematic, successive approxima-
tion strategies are used to begin work with students at their initial 
level, then helping them develop further.

Like all students who participate in a wilderness therapy 
program, progress with teenagers with an ASD can only occur if 
there is some challenge to provide a real basis for change. In the 
appropriate group with effective strategies, wilderness therapy 
can be a tremendous success for these kids. Many have left our 
program stating that it was the first time in their life that they felt 
like they fit in, that they were accepted, and that they actually felt 
positive about themselves and their future. •

In the last edition of the Second Nature 
Compass, we discussed Asperger’s Syndrome, 
an Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). This is a 
follow-up article addressing the use of wilder-
ness therapy in the treatment of teenagers 
with an ASD.

ASD’s include several specific disorders 
such as Asperger’s Syndrome, Autism, and 
Pervasive Developmental Disorder. Many 
professionals include Non-Verbal Learning 

Disorder in this group, although it is not a formal 
diagnosis in the DSM IV. Individuals with these disorders have 
several common characteristics in varying degrees; social impair-
ment, narrow interests, compulsive need for routine, speech and 
language peculiarities, non-verbal communication problems, 
and gross motor skill delays. These characteristics are based in a 
person’s biological makeup. It’s how they are “wired”. 

Emotional problems often develop as a result of the above 
characteristics: rejection and ridicule from peers that severely 
damages self-esteem; difficulties in effective problem solving that 
lowers self-efficacy. Problems handling change and stress result 
in conflicts with parents and teachers. Often these individuals 
develop negative perceptions of school and become school 
avoidant. They often develop anxiety and depressive disorders. 
Many become socially isolated, retreat into a world of computers, 
and lose hope for a “normal” life.

Wilderness therapy has become a powerful and effective way 
to help teens with ASD’s to begin to experience the successes 
they desperately need. With therapists and staff that have the 

Treatment of Autism Spectrum Disorders in the Wilderness: Part II
by J Huffine Ph.D., Therapist – Second Nature Cascades

Dr. J Huffine

The courage it takes to send a child 
to Second Nature is never lost on us in 
Admissions. As you weighed your options 
and made the decision to place your 
child in wilderness treatment, you likely 
considered a variety of factors, your 
child’s safety and well being, your feelings 
about treatment, costs, location, timing, 
your fears and a host of other emotions. 
If you have younger children, you likely 
contemplated what effect your struggling 
child’s behavior may have on them in the 
long-term.

Siblings of a struggling adolescent bear 
a difficult burden. At times, they may feel 
neglected by well meaning parents as the 
struggling child understandably soaks up 
the attention and energy of the family. 
The sibling may feed an unspoken pressure 
to remain “on track” so that parents 
may continue to focus on the child who 
is in turmoil. The non-struggling sibling 
may take on additional responsibilities, 

such as babysitting younger siblings, 
spending more time alone and spending 
less and less time with parents, who are 
understandably focused on and at times, 
preoccupied with, the struggling child. 

This can be especially difficult for 
younger siblings. The non-struggling child 
may hold feelings of confusion, anger, and 
sadness, but portray a healthy exterior, 
not wanting to cause more upheaval in the 
family. Or, they may begin acting out in an 
effort to reclaim some of the attention, 
putting them at risk for their own set of 
struggles in the future. 

What can you do to support the 
sibling of your struggling child?
	 Talk with the sibling about what is 

occurring within the family. Acknowl-
edge the struggles, the reduced 
attention and your child’s feelings. 
Listen to and validate your child’s 
feelings, fears and concerns. Encourage 
your child to express his/her feelings 

to you. Don’t assume “they’re fine” 
because they aren’t the squeaky wheel.

	 Provide appropriate updates and 
information about your struggling 
child’s progress. However, while your 
child is at Second Nature, it is typically 
discouraged to keep siblings apprised 
of “every detail” or to allow them to 
read all letters sent home.

	 If a sibling is upset about their brother/
sister being sent away, validate and 
listen to those concerns, but resist the 
temptation to get pulled into guilt 
and “second guessing.” Provide a 
straightforward explanation as to why 
the decision was made – but don’t feel 
the need to justify – siblings may not 
be able to fully understand the difficult 
decisions you faced.

	 Acknowledge the younger sibling’s 
efforts whether they be increased 
responsibilities, or added help at home. 

What About Siblings? 
Supporting Other Children in the Home…

continued on page 5
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…Finding one’s bearings 
continued from cover

depression, or other self-limiting 
behaviors, the common thread is hurt, 
fear, and loss. 

With this internal and often external 
chaos, they naturally turn to others for 
markers of how to respond. Unfortu-
nately, just as they need more guidance 
and a helping hand to navigate the 
turbulent waters, their own develop-
mental task of seeking for independence 
pulls them away from adults they may 
have previously identified as stable 
role models. They hyper-scrutinize their 
teachers and parents, focusing on the 
mistakes and limitation and instead,  
turn to peers who often are at a similar 
loss for healthy ways of responding to 
life’s challenges. 

Wilderness, with its emphasis on reflec-
tion, developing a stronger sense of self, 
and more awareness, is a natural fit for 
struggling adolescents. As they step back 

from their lives and the world at large, 
they are able to gain a sense of perspec-
tive. From a distance they can look at their 
choices in relationships, how they have 
been taking care of themselves, and how 
they have been affecting others. Within 
the wilderness model, as they learn rudi-
mentary survival skills and develop a sense 
of efficacy, they are reminded that their 
actions lead to an effect or consequence. 
As this continues, their frame of reference 
shifts from an external locus of control, or 
belief that they are the helpless recipients 
of what life sends their way, to an internal 
locus of control—the recognition that they 
are powerful agents in creating what life 
brings to them. Similarly, with this growing 
awareness and growing self-efficacy, they 
develop a greater ability to create internal 
validation and self-control.

As this growth engages them in the 
learning and self-discovery process, they 

often are inspired to use their budding 
strengths to address the relationship 
and lifestyle problems that led 
to their placement in wilderness. 
They re-engage in concepts that 
once inspired them at a younger 
age—integrity, courage, wisdom, and 
cooperation. They reconnect with the 
understanding that by following a path 
of values that make sense to them, they 
can create a framework for dealing with 
the issues that once were so problematic. 

This journey of exploration and 
self-discovery is incredibly important in 
navigating adolescence and developing 
a stronger sense of self, age-appropriate 
independence, and healthier relation-
ships with others. In working with teens 
and guiding them through this journey,  
I am consistently rewarded by witnessing 
their strength, courage, and growing 
insight. It is truly an honor. •

small child after a bicycle crash, 
says, “Hey, it’s ok champ. You’re 
a big boy, don’t cry, you’ll be 
fine.” is not guiding and assisting 
but telling him how to feel. The 
parent is also simultaneously 
becoming more worried about 
how he’ll deal with a crying child 
than supporting the child in the 
present. This behavior, though 
seemingly harmless, becomes a 

dynamic that stifles healthy autonomy and growth.
Parents with their own personal unmet emotional needs 

often can use their child to assist them in meeting those needs. 
As the child becomes more autonomous, enmeshed parents 
tighten their hold with regard to their needs being co-depen-
dent with the child. The adolescent’s growth is hampered 
and development delayed. Parenting one’s teen morphs into 
dysfunction and becomes enabling and co-dependent. The sea 
anemone and clownfish operate in a co-dependent way. They 
are connected but they are not autonomous as they cannot 
function without one another. The fish helps the anemone 
by eating the algae and protecting it from predators. The 
anemone benefits by eating meals the clownfish attracts. 
Parents and children develop similar patterns that keep them 
each stuck in a rut of enmeshment and unhealthy dependence. 
Parent-child relationships that function in this manner will 

misguide the normal teen development and atrophy existing 
parent maturity. The paradox is simple: what starts out of good 
intentions of nurturing can become co-dependency and hamper 
parent and child growth but is hard to detect and work through 
since it began so innocently. 

When co-dependency becomes the norm, a tsunami of 
symptoms such as: entitlement, selfishness, defiance, and overt 
reactivity also accompany what parents thought was helping. 
Parenting that started as a solution, such as helping a stumbling 
toddler, can become co-dependency during adolescent 
rearing that arrests the teen’s being able 
to make healthy choices. Parents that 
operate within this paradigm often 
make decisions based on the nature of 
the co-dependency and not what would 
ultimately help the teen grown and mature. 

For adolescents to unfold in healthy 
ways, parents need to allow the child to 
individuate from the family in order to find 
who they are and contribute their individuality 
to the family as a whole. Parents can break out 
of co-dependency when they, along with their 
teen, work to better understand themselves as 
individuals. Learning to understand oneself through therapy and/
or life-coaching and the nature of the patterns at home will allow 
each individual to find open waters without losing the consistent 
current of familial love. •

 

…Co-Dependency: The Clownfish Paradox 
continued from cover
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