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Outward Bound Discovery Changes Lives in Five Rivers, Alabama

Discovery’s Five Rivers base camp came into being because of the determination of one man, Dr. Lynn Yonge. Interestingly, Yonge wanted Outward Bound in his community before taking a course; it was only after the inspiration that he signed up for a seven-day, Outer Banks, sea-kayaking course. His expectations were exceeded. The experience of "getting to know the instructors, the late-night conversations, the journaling and soloing (an incredible luxury and invaluable gift for any adult)," transformed Yonge, and he came home committed to bring Outward Bound into the Delta.

Yonge also knows how to make things happen. He talked his former instructor, Phil Fyfe, into coming down and helping him with the reconnaissance of the vast, neighboring, environmentally sensitive, Mobile-Tensaw Delta wetlands. They found the wilderness deep, dark, muddy and home to one of our country’s most diverse plant and animal sanctuaries, including huge American alligators, rare Alabama red-bellied turtles and nesting bald eagles. It was the perfect adventure and challenge venue for an Outward Bound learning expedition!

Next, Yonge connected with Outward Bound Discovery. Yonge has been practicing Family Medicine for more than 20 years and has seen too many adolescent behavioral issues. Upon learning about Discovery’s programs for at-risk and adjudicated youth, he was finally able to visualize the best, local niche for Outward Bound. He knew parents, teachers, counselors, county leaders and community philanthropists would jump at a young people’s program that focuses on developing character, preventing inappropriate behavior and intervening before the judicial system is involved.

Last Fall, Five Rivers launched a series of Families in Need of Services (FINS) courses, Outward Bound Discovery’s long-time, successful intervention and prevention program that helps struggling teens. It included an 18-day wilderness expedition followed by a 10-day home and school transition component. Three FINS courses have been piloted in Five Rivers and three more are already scheduled. FINS has proven to be in high demand, receiving about 2½ referrals per slot. Local philanthropic initiatives helped with funding and overall community support has been fantastic. Everyone has come forward asking, “How can I help?” 

The community has opened its homes to instructors, volunteered time and money, and shown how much the program is valued, needed and appreciated. Janae Turner, Outward Bound Associate Program Director of Five Rivers said, “It’s been amazing. Our office is in the middle of town and there is always somebody—a kid, parent, teacher or counselor—stopping by to talk. Folks greet everyone with a hug and have totally opened their homes and hearts to us.”
Just as it has taken a lot of effort and resources to make Five Rivers a reality, many things must come together to help an at-risk teen have a breakthrough. Nobody knows that better than Kaylie Hoffren, who resisted the urgings of family, friends and even Dr. Yonge to sign up for the trip. “I didn’t sign up until the very last day,” she said. 

Kaylie has been Dr. Yonge’s patient since he met her in the nursery 16 years ago. According to Kaylie, Dr. Yonge told her, “You have been through some hard things, but this program could really be life-changing.” Several days into the trip, Kaylie still hated it and held on to the attitude that had led her to drugs, getting in trouble at school and into fights with her parents.

Somewhere between the 48-hour solo, the strict regimes and the communication skills training, something shifted. “It hit me all at once. I realized how much Dr. Yonge cared, how much my parents cared and how much my Outward Bound instructors cared. All they really wanted was what was best for me. I decided to put my heart into the trip. Now, I can say it was hard, but I loved it.”

Today, Kaylie is still off drugs and cigarettes. She does not fight as much with her parents. She gets straight A’s in school. When she was sent to the principal’s office because of a cell phone issue, he asked, “What are you doing here? I haven’t seen you all year!” Kaylie now talks to prospective kids and parents of FINS. Her message to her peers is, “To go for it and take their advice even if it’s hard to swallow.” To parents she says, “Support your child. Listen to them. What they’re going through is incredibly hard and they need you to do both.” 

She acknowledges how hard it is to come back to the real world after a transformative experience and how hard it is to maintain the new attitude, but she is determined to stay on the path. As for Kaylie’s future involvement in Outward Bound, she plans “definitely to go on another trip, next time a regular Wilderness course and may even want to be an instructor someday!”

Outward Bound Discovery’s Five Rivers is well positioned to grow in the Mobile and Baldwin counties area, help maturing adolescents develop the necessary skills to make the right choices concerning their behavior and inspire at-risk teens and committed delinquent youth to remain crime-free and stay in school to reach their full potential in education, community, career and life, through attaining academic achievement, character development and social responsibility.

About Outward Bound Discovery 

Outward Bound Discovery serves youth, young adults, families, schools and communities throughout the United States at risk of academic failure, dropping out of school, delinquency or becoming chronic offenders. Discovery’s intervention, prevention and commitment programs take the student out of his or her emotional comfort zone and provide them opportunities to go beyond their self-imposed limitations and explore more positive behavioral changes. To learn more, call toll-free 866.270.7986 or visit outwardbounddiscovery.org.
