A RADICAL APPROACH TO WORKING WITH SEXUALLY AGGRESSIVE YOUNG PEOPLE
BROADENING PARTICIPATION AND INCLUSIVE APPROACHES
THERAPEUTIC  EXPERIENTIAL  ADVENTURE 

Despite its reported frequency, sexually aggressive behaviour by a young person to another young person, despite a few regional and organizational research projects, has not been extensively studied and in particular, among those young people in residential care where it is often viewed by adult carers as an immediate management problem, being an infinite issue in long-term recovery. 
There can be no doubt, that reasons why any young person makes a decision (consciously or unconsciously) to perpetrate a sexual abusive act on another child or young person, is both complex, operating at different levels of consciousness and control, and difficult to treat and manage. However, as current literature would indicate that not all victims of childhood sexual abuse go on to abuse other children either as an adolescent or as an adult, [Araji, S.K. 1997; Kemshall, H. & McIvor, G1988], this can hardly be explained in terms of individual pathology being acted out, or can it!
Irrespective of what terminology we use to describe such inappropriate and unacceptable behaviour between one young person and another - sexually aggressive behaviour, sexually inappropriate behaviour, sexual abuse, or, what name we call such individual young people – criminals, perpetrators, abusers, sexual deviants – there can be no doubt that many of these young people will be exhibiting behavioural issues which may include self-harm, eating and sleep disorders, challenging behaviour through an inability to concentrate or comprehend acceptable boundaries, having poor interaction skills and finding it  difficult to build and sustaining relationships, both within their own peer group and within their own local community. In addition, for reasons not fully explained or understood, many will be prone to fire setting among other potentially dangerous behaviour patterns.
[However, for the purposes of this article, such behaviour will be referred to throughout as sexually challenging behaviour and those who carry out such behaviour, as perpetrators of sexual abusive behaviour].

The quality of life for any individual who presents sexually challenging behaviour, is without a doubt, a major prerequisite if positive change is to take place. This is more so with those individuals who through no fault of their own, find it impossible to make changes without external support, guidance, direction, or some levels of external consistent encouragement for appropriate motivational levels for change to take place. 

Clearly, any programme which purports to address such inappropriate and unacceptable behaviour, needs to be coordinated in order to address not only sexually challenging behaviour, but also health, emotional and psychological, spiritual and educational issues that will and do arise for both perpetrator of sexual abusive behaviour and their victim(s). 
There can be no doubt, that across the country there are a dearth of programmes being run in both residential establishments and in the community, which attempt to address a wide range of inappropriate and unacceptable behaviours exhibited by children and young people, although how many directly respond to sexually aggressive behaviours is debatable. 
Through this article, I would like to introduce you to one radical and innovative programme which whilst addressing a wide range of negative behaviours exhibited by children and young people, addresses sexually aggressive behavious as the foundation for its working perspective.

Therapeutic Experiential Adventure [TEA] is just one approach to aid recovery, to effect positive behaviour and attitude changes, in addition to helping young people adopt a more appropriate and acceptable alternative way of expressing unresolved trauma and inner anger and confusion. It does not replace any other therapeutic programme nor does it stand alone, thus the need for other community resources and disciplines to be involved in the total delivery of such a programme is vital to ensure an holistic approach to achieve appropriate and acceptable outcomes.
The TEA programme combines a broad range of environmental initiatives and outdoor activities as the principle tools and metaphors to equip the participants with lasting skills and self-confidence in order to make changes to their behaviour patterns which of course, may exist due to earlier sexual, physical, emotional or psychological abuse including all ‘the baggage’ such experiences brings with it.

The project mandate should be to provide a supportive environment that emphasizes quality of life, trust, teamwork and increased community support which in part, uses an Adapted Planned Environmental model whose chief exponent was Dr.Marjorie Franklin. In this model, the immediate environment is planned so that it offers a wide and diverse range of therapeutic experiences which includes all the young persons interactions with their adult carers/leaders etc. To date, this model has been used successfully in residential settings but the TEA model takes it outdoors and into the natural environment. 
In effect, the physical and emotional conditions of both the accommodation being utilized and the immediate environmental surroundings is planned to provide a warm an accepting structured response to the often destructive and challenging behaviour patterns of young people in crises and harbouring unresolved trauma issues. This structure provides boundaries within which safe places (both internal and external) are generated to enable supportive and nurturing experiences to take place whilst at the same time, giving the young people an opportunity to build their own self-esteem, self-worth, improve their communication skills, and introduce alternative ways of expressing unresolved trauma, anger and distress.

Within such a planned environment, there is an ordered and predictable world within which each young person can feel safe to express and create, to be of value to others, and, to form mutual trusting relationships with adults and peers in order to allow them to feel part of the cooperative running of the group they are an integral part of.   

The TEA model would in essence, allow young people to safely explore a form of human expression, giving them an opportunity for self-discovery and personal challenges with a view to helping them to overcome obstacles and adversity within their daily lives. This approach believes and treats the natural environment as already being a planned environment within the remit of the Adapted Planned Environmental model but instead of looking at material and social frameworks, it chooses the self and nature connection as being the potential tool for change.
Using a combination of adventure therapy, therapeutic adventure, experiential educational activities, counselling, social and life skill training, the TEA programme aims to demonstrate that this unprecedented blending of approaches will prove to be a very useful and positive tool for assisting to ameliorate the difficulties associated with sexually aggressive behaviour presentation. 

The programme involves the group in a sequence of sessions – residential experiences, community based sessions, both on an individual and group basis, and, adventure based experiences carried out within the outdoor medium and under the guise of experiential education but underpinned by therapeutic objectives and outcomes.

The TEA model allows for participants to take their experiences back into their home/family/residential setting with the view to capitalising on their experiences with the help of involved professionals and/.or family carers.

The model also allows for the participation in certain parts of the programme, of siblings, family members of other adults who have a positive and/or working relationships with the young person in question. This will allow for a bond to be established (if this is deemed appropriate) through the mutual participation in the activity for that day. This is of course, a mandatory requirement within the model as it is the ‘after through care’ once the individual has left the programme, that will help to ameliorate the total experiences in the young person’s ‘real’ functioning world.

The activities that make up the programme are categorised into six areas:-adventurous activities; skills based activities; group work; leisure and social development activities, and, experiential educational activities.

Whilst adventurous activities could include the ‘normally accepted types of activities within such a medium i.e. rock climbing, canoeing, raft building, ghyll scrambling, abseiling, off road mountain biking, caving, hill walking and mountaineering, skiing etc. and skills based activities may involve kite making, fishing, indoor and outdoor sports, model making, drawing/painting/pottery  and arts and crafts, the social development element of the programme should focus on 1:1 counselling sessions, individual life story work, relationship exploration, self-exploration through Transactional Analysis looking at Driver Behaviour, Preferred learning styles, ego states and ‘games people play’, group discussions around bullying, discrimination, racism, cultural diversity, and the environmental value of  healing and conservation.     

Experiential educational activities could involve topics such as Investigating where tap water comes from – i.e. following the water as rain from the top of a hillside, down the water course into a reservoir, through water purifying works and along pipes to the tap, or understanding geology through caving and climbing activities, others can be just as useful:
i)  Looking at historical accounts of a local area through museum visits, visiting 
    ancient monuments, and other sites of archaeological interest; 
ii) Utilising all adventurous activities in order to look at maths, mechanics, 
    strengths, nature, the environment, forestation and ecology of local areas etc. 

iii)Nature treasure hunts, orienteering, navigation(map & compass work), rescue 

    exercises, and quests such as The Holy Grail Quest, Looking for Excalibur and 

    so on. 

iv)Forest schools approach to education.

However, the core of the TEA model is that part of the programme which is referred to as Tacky Talk.
Tacky is derived from the word tactile, to touch and the word talk assigned to this means to talk about emotions and feelings when participating in a ‘tacky’ event.  Life story work can take many forms both indoors and out of doors. The TEA model uses three types of processes in order to achieve the same result, i.e. to get individuals to explore their own ideas, feelings, understandings and emotions centred around what they believe to be is their own story. During this process, an exploration is done with the help of a counsellor/therapist or other experienced and professional worker of ways this perception can be changed, altered or amended so that the individual can compartmentalise the issue to hand. The idea is for the individual to be able to mentally, emotionally and psychologically, lock the compartment but still retain ownership of the ‘key’. This way, they are able to take control and power of the issues that is arising from earlier trauma when ever the need arises or at most, leave it securely locked behind the compartment.

These three approaches are called Tacky Touch, Tacky Build and Tacky Vision and whilst the outcomes and objectives for individuals who participate in such activities will more than likely be the same if not closely similar, it is the journey through the activity that is different.

Tacky Touch:
This involves two separate approaches. The first involves trees, the second involves a natural smooth object which can be carried around and which is referred to as a tacky stick.
Trees: Select somewhere in nature where there are a wide variety of trees with space at their base and not too close to each other. Of course, this approach can also be used in country parks, recreational parks in villages, towns and cities just as it can be used in wilderness environments.

Discuss with the group the concept of compartmentalising pain, trauma, and anger etc. and how once they have power and control over the key that houses their issue, they would be able to move on with their lives but more importantly, would be in a position to change part or all elements that they feel are having a negative effect on their well being.

Once they understand and accept that this is one way forward, move to the next step which is to get them to split into pairs. To eradicate individuals linking up with other individuals who they may know or have some form of relationship with, split the group into two parts yourself, making sure those who know each other or have any form of interactive relationship with each other, are in the same group.

Have prepared lengths of string ensure the string is jumbled and twisted. Get both groups to take hold of one end each. When the string is taut, the two people holding the same piece of string are partnered together.

Give each pair one blindfold. Get the pairs to agree who will be the driver and who will be the passenger. These roles will of course, be swapped for the repeat of the activity so that both have a go at being the driver and the passenger.

Get them to think about trees, how whilst they are inanimate objects, they have life, they grow, soak up moisture from their roots and send it out to the very end of each branch giving life to leaves, fruits or seeds. Explain that trees metaphorically are like sponges and that they are able to release into the soil as well as take in things from it. In this respect, get them to view trees as a useful and eager tool for taking in badness and dealing with it appropriately without any harm coming to them. 
Now get the passenger to put on the blindfold. Inform the passengers that they will be steered to a tree which is waiting to help them work through their process. Ask them to try to remember how many steps it took to get to the tree, which direction was it and so on. Once they are ready, get the driver to take hold of the shoulders of the passenger (once touch protocols have been covered) and steer them to a tree they have identified as being suitable for the purpose of the exercise. Steer them to the tree but not by a direct route. 
The driver gets the passenger to stop before they are able to touch the tree. They are told by the driver, that they are at their destination and that once they put out their hands, they should touch the tree. The driver will let go the passenger’s shoulders when the tree is touched and stand back a few feet keeping quiet.
The passenger explores the tree with their hands, through smell, texture etc. allowing for bonding to take place with the tree. When they are ready, they should ask the driver to return and steer them back to the starting place.

Once back at the start, the passenger is turned a few times. The blindfold is taken off and they are asked to go back to find their tree. When they are certain they have found it, they seek reassurance from the driver and start the touch process all over again. However, this time they should think about those issues they wish to let go of so they can get on with their lives and as they explore the tree through touch, allow the issue to seep down their arms into their fingers and finally into the tree.
When they are satisfied and only then, they should return to the group where they become the driver and their partner becomes the passenger. The who exercise is repeated.

Once everyone has had their turn, get the group to reform in their pairs so that each one is holding the end of the piece of string they first took hold of. Ask them  to go to any tree and without letting go of the string, come to some agreement about another issue, feeling or emotion that they both have and both would like to get rid of. Once they have come to a mutual decision, get them to walk around the tree in opposite directions until there is no slack string left. Hopefully, they will be on opposite sides of the tree. Keeping hold of the string get them to feel the tree trunk with the free hand and think of the issue. Keeping up communication between each other, they should explore this issue, what it means to them etc and when ready, agree to pass on the issue to the tree. When they both agree that this issue has left them, agree to return to the starting position.

The point of this exercise is two fold. First it allows them to think of nature as a metaphor for change in that once issues have been passed to things in the natural environment, it remains there for ever. The issue which is now inside their psychological compartment is the object, in this case the tree (although it could just as easily be a rock, stone or some other natural entity) which has received their issue. In this respect, when they feel themselves thinking about re-living the issue, all they have to do is remember what is in the compartment and more importantly, where it is, well out of reach and out of sight.

Clearly, this exercise can be followed up at later stages during group work sessions, individual counselling or therapy sessions which is the second point of the exercise, i.e. as the tree becomes an extension of their thought processes, it can be used metaphorically as a receptacle for other issues.

Tacky stick: Whilst moving through the natural environment in order to participate in any activity – walking, rock climbing, camping, canoeing, trekking etc – get the group to look for something wooden that is natural and which can be carried around in your pocket or in a rucksack. Usually this is a piece of twig or stick but it could just as easily be a bone, pebble or smooth stone.  The individual has to be drawn to the object, either through it reminding them of something nice and pleasant – a childhood memory is often found to be the draw – or through the touching of it giving the individual pleasure and comfort.

Once everyone has a tacky stick, get the group to sit in a circle and whilst holding, stroking, fondling or handling the object, introduce their object to the group giving explanations as to what significance it may have, what it reminds them of or just describe the pleasure it gives when touching it. The group leader has to ensure that no one responds to what is being said, as this is fact and is not up for discussion.

When everyone has introduced their tacky object, the leader/therapist opens a discussion about comfort zones, childhood memories, trust and the appropriateness of touch in these circumstances. Of course, the leader/therapist can choose to lead the discussion to in any direction so long as it serves the end purpose, to demonstrate to the group that objects like tacky sticks can be useful tools to have in times of stress in that they can be used as a de-stressing agent ad as they are the only ones who know the significance of their tacky stick, outsiders looking in can have no part in the process that the individual chooses to undertake. 
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