
and dysfunctional family dynamics. Stress is 
normalized, and teens become accustomed to the 
stimulation of ongoing tension, strain and worry. 
This constant change creates a loss of security, 
which may lead to anxiety, anger or even a 
hopeless resignation.

Grief is a normal and natural response to loss 
of security, whether from the death of a pet, 
the end of a friendship, or a change in family/
academic/life expectations. A teen’s loss of 
stability or security can lead to grief and it’s stages 
of response, such as denial, anger, and depression. 

Hans Selye defined stress as “the non-specific 
response of the body to any demand for change.”  
Teens experience life as constant change: bodily 
changes, hormonal changes, changes in physical 
appearance, promotion from middle-school to high-
school, changes in peer groups and friendships, 
parents divorcing, geographical re-locations. 

Change equals stress, which has become all 
pervasive for most teens. Faster communication via 
cell phones, instant messaging, email, texting, all 
create a sense of urgency and heightened stress. 
The teenage world is in transition, with terror 
reports, more academic demands, peer pressure 

continued on page 4

Physical Health: Adolescent 
Male Weight Change in Wilderness
by Dan McDougal, Partner, Program Director, Second Nature Blue Ridge

For over 12 years Second Nature has been an industry leader, 
encouraging the emotional health of adolescents and young 
adults. Each student’s emotional health has always been our 
primary concern and treatment focus. 

Through the years, I’ve noticed a couple of patterns. Many 
of our male students arrive at Second Nature overweight, or, 

at times, underweight. Upon completing their 
journey at Second Nature, I’ve 
also noticed that many of these 
same students were leaving with 
a positive change in their physical 
health, weight and overall 
physical well-being. 

With assistance from Second 
Nature’s Medical Director, we 
began to carefully track our 
male students who fell outside 
the “normal” range of weight 
according to the BMI, Body Mass 
Index Chart. The findings were  
eye opening.

continued on page 2

Inseparable Elements  
of Maturity:  

Freedom and Responsibility
by Justin Stum, M.S, LMFT, Therapist, Second Nature Entrada 

Teenagers bring with them a 
capacity to risk and explore their 
world similar to when they were 
toddlers. The difficulty is, most teens 
want the freedom of egocentric 
toddlers without the responsibility 
they need to bear as they are 
approaching young adulthood. 
Parents hope that as their son or 
daughter matures, he/she will 
meet developmental milestones 
and become more stable; 

making sound judgments and decisions 
in school, family relationships, and life overall. I find with 

young men I work with, that they often are unaware of the 
gross misunderstanding they often espouse about what 
being responsible truly means. Many report their parents 
stand in the way and that things would be better if parents 
would extend more freedom and be less controlling. In the 
oppositional teen, freedom attached to choice or responsibility 

continued on page 4
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As college counseling centers report an increasing 
demand for students requiring psychological 
intervention, campus resources are struggling to provide 
adequate mental health services. With inadequate 
resources for students requiring help for moderate to 
severe psychological distress, students are dropping out 
of school in record numbers. 

College students failing courses are vulnerable to 
worsening psychiatric issues, self harm, addiction, and 
even suicide and often need more than traditional 
psychotherapy services. Wilderness therapy is 
an effective, intensive, short-term therapeutic alternative treatment 
modality to conventional outpatient psychotherapy and residential psychiatric 
treatment; assisting college students in transitioning back to school healthier 
and faster.

Separated from the modern conveniences and stressors of the college 
environment, the wilderness allows college students to temporarily experience 
life free from distractions so they can focus on themselves. Living in a group of 

peers and facilitated by a licensed mental health clinician, 
the wilderness peer group becomes an emotionally safe 
milieu that serves as a microcosm of the larger social 
world allowing the individual to explore behavioral 
patterns and receive feedback in the moment. In 
addition, wilderness is effective in treating academic 
challenges such as poor study skills, anxious reactions, 
resistance to work and follow-through as these 
challenges are often intertwined with clinical 
issues. The wilderness, full of rich metaphors, 
provides the physical challenge and a clinically 
driven, individualized treatment plan allows for the 

necessary emotional heat where real change can occur. 
Second Nature Entrada utilizes five main objectives in working with 

the struggling college student:
Remote - Free of Distractions: The remoteness of the backcountry 

provides little to hide behind. This empowers students to focus directly on 
issues without distraction, defenses and avoidance.

Empowerment: Nature is unrelenting; it cannot be negotiated with or 
manipulated. Experience becomes a life lesson of how ineffective past coping 
strategies were, while equally supporting insight in adapting actions into 
successful and valuable tools.

Metaphor: The use of metaphor is recognized as a most effective means of 
bypassing natural resistance and defenses in therapy. Wilderness therapy is rich 
in metaphors and opportunities to process these metaphors in the moment  
are abundant.

Experiential: The experiential aspect of wilderness therapy allows students 
to not just seek change, but actually practice and execute change. Natural 
lessons that life has to offer by living in the natural environment provide 
consequences that mirror the achievements and challenges in the broader 
journey of life. Therapists can extrapolate the lessons and experiences to 
broader contexts of living and help students first see issues in a new light, and 
then change patterns using new insights and skills.

Self-Esteem: The wilderness experience is very foreign to most people and 
represents a challenge even to the experienced camper. Feelings of confidence, 
competence, and strength will re-emerge. This new sense of confidence and 
strength will carry back to the college environment. •

Second Nature Entrada: 
An Effective Intervention to Assist College 

Students in Crisis
by Mike Hench, MS, MBA, LMFT, Asst. Clinical Director, Primary Therapist

… Physical Health 
continued from cover

mike hench

Over the past two years:
•	 28% of male students arrived outside the weight 

range of “normal” (according to their BMI).
•	 82% of those students moved into or 

significantly closer to the “normal” range by the 
end of their Second Nature journey. 

•	 On average, students classified as “overweight” 
lost 12% of their body weight.

•	 A total of 618 lbs. were lost for students who 
arrived in the “overweight” category and moved 
into or closer to the “normal” weight range.

We have found that as we assist our students in 
becoming emotionally healthy, this has impacted 
their desire to become more physically healthy as 
well. Second Nature students routinely engage 
in activities that foster mindfulness, health, both 
physical and mental awareness, along with better 
sleeping, exercising and eating patterns. Students 
transition with sustainable, healthy living skills 
and begin to make the connection that when 
they sleep well, get consistent exercise and eat 
nutrient-rich, non-processed foods in healthy 
quantities – they feel better. 

These healthy living initiatives reflect Second 
Nature’s continued desire to treat the whole child 
and translates to students caring more for their 
bodies and their general health. This speaks to 
yet another added benefit of wilderness. We have 
found that addressing healthy living without 
working on core issues, leads only to a temporary 
change in behavior and patterns. Students 
engaged in emotional recovery are better able to 
make and sustain changes to their physical health 
and well being. In short, if students do not care 
about themselves they will not, and do not see the 
tangible benefits to healthy living. 

It has been so rewarding to watch boys who 
arrive overweight, leave at a healthier weight 
range and with a more confident self-image. •

Dear Second Nature staff,
I wanted to thank you for all you did with my 

son while he was at Second Nature and let you 
know that the Transition was one of the most 
meaningful experiences of my life – and his!!   
One unexpected benefit of the program was that 
Griffin left almost 20 lbs lighter!  Prior to Second 
Nature, he was overweight and his primary form 
of exercise was skateboarding and playing video 
games. The hiking and other physical activities 
were clearly beneficial to his physical health – and 
to his self-esteem. He was really proud of what he 
accomplished. Thanks again.

Robin S., Second Nature Blue Ridge Parent
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problems results in an inability to improve outcomes by altering 
behaviors. Wilderness therapy works on awareness constantly 
through the writing of Impact Letters, giving and receiving 
feedback, utilizing the “I feel” statement, providing time and 
space for reflection and introspection. We hold up figurative 
mirrors and ask, “Do you notice…”

An ability to tolerate uncomfortable feelings? This is huge. 
Think about changes you have made in your own life. What 
discomfort did this require? How many teenagers are willing to do 
something uncomfortable today to benefit themselves down the 
road? Especially those that have limited resources for coping, or 
who lack emotional resilience, or have been “rescued” from their 
feelings too often. Wilderness therapy helps increase emotional 
capacities, by providing an environment where students can 
experience their emotions, gain emotional resilience and the 
ability to tolerate sadness, frustration, disappointment, anxiety, 
stress, etc. Feelings that come with life.

A willingness to consistently confront problems? Most students 
I work with show a strong pattern of avoiding their problems. In 
the woods, this is impossible. The size of the group, the staff to 
student ratio, the structure all allow for constant monitoring of 
students’ behaviors. They simply can’t get around their problems, 
and we help them learn how to work through them.

Effort?  Seems obvious that effort is necessary for change, 
but often there has been a tremendous lack of effort at home 
in areas that are instrumental to positive change.  In wilderness, 
effort is put into those areas that are important to growth 
and development. I’ve heard new students say, “hiking isn’t 
therapeutic, it just ticks me off”. Yet, most students later 
recognize that effort obviously was necessary and really paid 
off. Not just physical effort, of course, but emotional and mental 
effort as well. 

Hope is the belief that what we do matters; that we can 
make a difference in our own lives and that we are not helpless 
victims. Many students I work with have reasons they have come 
to the conclusion that, “It doesn’t matter what I do, I’ll never be 
happy, have the friends I want, feel better, be successful, etc.” 
Wilderness, above all else, gives hope to the participant. You can’t 
“not” increase self-efficacy in wilderness therapy. All students are 
going to succeed on some level. 

Lastly, students need a social support system to effect change. 
Adolescents typically hear constructive feedback better from each 
other than from adults. Wilderness provides an instant source of 
peer and therapeutic support. There is also considerable energy 
invested in working with each student’s primary support group 
at home, which is critical to the long-term success of “difficult/
resistant” students.

Second Nature is highly effective at helping teenagers engage 
in their own therapeutic process. Not only are the very precursors 
or ingredients necessary for change so directly addressed while 
they are in wilderness, but foundations 
for change are laid for the future. By 
increasing capacities in these areas, 
adolescents are better able to 
benefit from future therapeutic 
opportunities. •

Second Nature Wilderness Programs exist to 
assist “difficult” or resistant adolescents and 
young adults in making positive changes in 
their lives. But what makes one “difficult”?  
Why do some adolescents seem to resist 
change? It is a hallmark of Second Nature to 
help students begin to engage in their own 
therapeutic process, so that lasting change 
can occur. But how?  What is actually 
changing?

I stumbled across a book several years ago that had 
a profound impact on how I view therapy in the woods, a book 
written by Fred J Hanna, Ph.D. entitled Therapy With Difficult 
Clients: Using the Precursors Model to Awaken Change.  Dr. 
Hanna conducted reviews and meta-analyses of research on 
change, whether that change occurred in a therapeutic context 
or not. He found that there were seven factors (which he called 
precursors) that were necessary for change:  
1.	 A sense of urgency
2.	 Awareness
3.	 An ability to tolerate  
	 uncomfortable feelings
4.	 A willingness to consistently  
	 confront problems
5.	 Effort
6.	 Hope
7.	 Social support

After becoming aware of these factors, I began to think about 
students we work with in wilderness therapy. No matter what the 
profile of the student, the common thread amongst almost all 
students is a pattern of problematic behaviors (and/or emotions) 
and an apparent resistance to changing behaviors. Understanding 
these seven factors led to my own “aha” experience. It has 
greatly helped my understanding of why some students are more 
“resistant”, i.e., stuck, than others.  

Resistant students are usually deficient in some or all of 
these areas.  The profile of students that I typically work with 
includes the more “acting in, clinically layered” adolescent male. 
Often these are individuals with some depression, anxiety, 
school failure, and some with significant processing issues, social 
difficulties, and family conflicts. 

Often, these adolescents were miserable at 
home, but showed no urgency to change because 

of deficiencies in the other precursors. There were 
often promises to do better, “I’m going to start on that 

tomorrow”, etc. But unless they had really “hit bottom” 
there was often a lack of urgency. In wilderness, if for no 

other reason than to “get out”; students are motivated 
to do something other than what they had been doing. 

Motivation for change gradually becomes more internal as 
students see that something positive is really occurring for them.

Awareness includes both internal awareness 
(also called insight) and external awareness, 
how one’s actions affect other people. Progress 

is impossible without an awareness of internal 
processes (if you believe in cognitive behavioral therapy), 

and lack of awareness of one’s own role in his or her own 

working with difficult STUDENTS
by J Huffine, Ph.D., Partner, Clinical Director, Therapist, Second Nature Cascades

Dr. J Huffine

second nature therapeutic programs | the compass | summer 2010 | page 3



…Inseparable Elements of Maturity
continued from cover

is incomprehensible, as teens often feel 
they are simply entitled to it. In wilderness 
treatment, adolescents come to learn that 
freedom comes with a price, responsibility. 

The generally accepted criteria 
of adulthood in western culture is 
understood as a three-tiered framework. 
Healthy adults generally accept 
responsibility for their actions; make 
independent decisions, and are financially 
independent. Granted, this doesn’t 
happen all of the time but typically it does 
in healthy adults. Ironically, in light of the 
aforementioned ‘definition’ as considered 
by theorists, many teens feel they are 
entitled to freedom just like their parents 
without any responsibility. 

In wilderness, students learn to own 
their reality and experience. They learn 
freedom comes from responsible decision 
making. Freedom descends upon them 
when and if they can handle and manage 
responsibility. For example, freedom from 
wet clothing is inseparably connected 
to keeping your sleeping bag covered 

during the storm. Sleeping dry does not 
matter how much one feels entitled to 
it. It will not come without embracing 
responsibility first! This and scores 
of dynamics of wilderness living help 
inculcate responsibility and choice in teens 
in a profound way. 

Parents can facilitate their child’s 
understanding of freedom in several ways. 
Speaking and permitting choices based 
on the level of what they can manage 
is foundational. Teens can then come to 
know that freedom is not an entitlement 
but actually an outcome of what they 
can handle responsibly. Speaking and 
parenting in this matter helps teens to 
realize that, in fact, their freedoms being 
restricted or offered, are not a function 
of the parent but rather flow out of the 
nature and level of what the teen can 
handle. Adolescents can learn that from 
freedom flows greater responsibility and 
in order to amplify choices one must first 
begin living responsibility. •

Numbing or denying one’s pain and anger with drugs, 
alcohol, self-mutilation, shoplifting or a veneer of sweetness 
and acceptance is no solution. When anger is not resolved, 
it often seeps out as anxiety, sarcasm, withdrawal, hostility, 
self-deprecation, and difficulty with emotionally intimate 
relationships, even an inability to be effective in the world.

One way to assess teens is to examine their history and 
experience of loss: those who have experienced 
known loss (death of a parent), those who 
have experienced a significant but unknown 
loss (sexual abuse/assault), and those who 
have experienced no significant loss. It is 
the therapist’s task to discover into which 
category an adolescent fits, then address 
the underlying cause of the behavior, not 
merely focus on the behavior.

The majority of teens enrolled at Second 
Nature initially report feeling angry: at 
their parents, at the field instructors, and 
certainly anger at their therapist. 

In order to experience one’s 
wholeness, no part of us can be 

repressed, denied or overlooked, including anger, hostility, 
resentment, and rage. Owning the pain of loss is recognizing, 
acknowledging and admitting what is true. One’s pain needs 
a safe, appropriate place to be vented and allowed, without 
judgment. An experienced therapist will understand that anger 
is an expected response to pain and loss and not develop counter 
transference - reacting with defensiveness, judgment and 
punishment, but instead, create an emotionally safe environment 

to examine the loss and associated feelings. 
You may have witnessed anger in your 

child that was misplaced, destructive, 
or out of control. At Second Nature, 
therapists and staff know that pain and 
anger can be channeled in ways that are 
safe, appropriate, and cathartic. We also 
know that experiencing and releasing 
anger and pain, though liberating, can also 
be a trap in which one clings to or glorifies 
the pain. If indulged, pain and anger can 

become another addiction. We 
work with pain in order  

to heal. •

…Stress/Loss/Anger/Grief 
continued from cover

Elliott Abraham Griffin
Born:  
March 5, 2010
Parents:  
Michael and Libby Griffin 
Second Nature Cascades

Owen Richard Heizer
Born:  
March 11, 2010 
Parents:  
Rick and Michele Heizer 
Second Nature Entrada

Twin boys Asher Douglas 
Nelson and Fischer Rex Nelson
Born: 
March 10, 2010
Parents: 
Josh and Tanya Nelson
Second Nature Entrada

Second Nature 
Welcomes New  
Babes in the Woods
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