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An Introduction. 
We are the first, and only, program in 
Alaska for young adults who are 
seeking adventure-based therapeutic 
adventure and transitional living 
options. Our program doesn’t follow 
the mold of traditional programs. 
Alaska doesn’t allow traditional 
programming, and we embrace our 
Alaskan realities. Alaska is a land of 
opportunity, and that’s what brought 
us here. Likely, our remote, rugged 
nature is what has you interested in 
our program, as well. 

Utilizing adventure-film and 
wilderness travel as primary activity 
options, our program incorporates life 
coaching and group remote rural 
living skills as core to the therapeutic 
process. 

Key features of our program. 
 Adventure Film & Photography

 Alaskan Remote/Rural Life Skills

 Group & Individual Coaching

 Expeditionary Learning

 Sled Dog-Supported Treks*

 Academic Options

What are Transitional Living & 
Young Adult Programs? 
**As a whole, these programs are 
designed for young people over 18 
needing a supportive environment 
and life skills training as they 
transition into adulthood. Many offer 
access to 12-step programs  
and may have a psychiatric 
component. Generally, they will offer 
educational programs that are  
linked to community colleges or 
universities, or provide schooling at 
their location. Volunteering,  
employment arrangements, 
community service, and re-integration 
into the community at large are often 
general components of the programs. 
Many operate on a small residential 
model and transition to a  
community based, independent living 
apartment model. 

*Winter-based & limited summer treks.
**We acknowledge, with appreciation, the
National Association of Therapeutic Schools
& Programs who developed these
descriptions.

An Introduction to Dr. Palmer 
Get to know more about the Founder & Clinical Director, 
Dr. Palmer, including his professional and personal 
background, reasons for starting the EFSA program, and 
why a program in Alaska may be just what you’re 
seeking. 
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Sled Dogs, Filmmaking, and a 
distinctly Alaskan Adventure 
Expeditionary learning is the hallmark of our program, 
and for many young adults, it is exactly what is needed. 
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Adventure Therapy in AK. 
by Dr. DB Palmer 
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In 2000, I was working as a Dogsled Guide & 
Naturalist for Polar Explorer & Author, Paul 
Schurke in Ely MN at the time. Before the 
snow season started, Paul recommended 
that I try my hand at working for one of his 
colleagues leading a “wilderness therapy” 
trek. That trip changed the course of my life. 

I had been taking another semester, to a 
year, off from university; which I was prone 
to do at that time. I was not a disciplined 
student in my undergraduate years. After 
that wilderness therapy trek, however, I 
knew that I would finish my degree and then 
pursue graduate AND postgraduate 
education. I knew what I had to do… 

Almost two decades later, I look back on that 
first experience. I look back on the guidance 
and counsel that I received as a guide and all 
those years as a wilderness therapy 
instructor, both prior to and during my 
continuing education. I’ve been able to spend 
two decades as an outdoor professional, 
leading treks and programs all across the 
western US, Internationally, and Alaska; and 
I completed my graduate and postgraduate 
degrees, which afforded me the ability to 

direct counseling centers, both community-
based and college/university centers, and 
have led the Outdoor Leadership 
department for the University of Alaska at 
the Valdez campus. I look back on that first 
spark, the lightbulb that “went on” for me 
almost two decades ago. I can see more 
clearly why I failed at certain things, yet 
succeeded at others. I can see the influences 
that others had upon my life, and I’ve had the 
privilege to have influence in others’ lives. 

What a thrill to be speaking and sharing truth 
in the wilderness with young leaders. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF CHALLENGE 

I also know that seeking, and finding 
adventure… something that truly 
challenged me, as critical to my success.  

 

Our program utilizes adventure filmmaking, 
dog-work, Alaskan remote/rural living skills, 
and expeditionary learning as our 
environment. Each piece is designed to bring 
out challenges, and to add meaning to the 
overall experience. 

The Alaskan remote/rural experience is 
iconic, and made legendary by Robert 
Service, Jack London, and Dick Proenneke, 
among many others. Students can be 
engaged in wood-cutting, building fires, ice-
fishing, and if interested, can even try their 
hand at trapping. 

Working with sled dogs is an experience that 
is unforgettable. Let’s be clear that things 
which are unforgettable are not usually 

things that are easy… In fact, they are never 
easy. Sled dogs have a lot to teach us. 

Students will have the opportunity to explore 
the backcountry on skis, snowshoes, by 
dogsled, and on foot. Our wilderness treks 
highlight a key feature of our program… 
expeditionary learning. 

Adventure film is the final hallmark in our 
programming. From the outset, students will 
work with our Producer/Director to craft a 
story which will form the backbone of our 
trekking program, and our semester students 
may be able to craft multiple storylines. The 
focus on filmmaking allows us to both, focus 
on a transferable craft, and to connect 
significant metaphors within our lives. 

An Introduction to 
Founder, Dr. Palmer 
by Name Style

Sled Dogs, Filmmaking, & a 
distinctly Alaskan Adventure 
by [Article Author]

“That trip changed the course of my life.” 

-Dr. Palmer speaking of his first 
experience leading a 42 day wilderness
therapy expedition in Northern MN. 

Physical, Mental, & Spiritual…

Trekking & working with sled dogs, as well as, 
crafting a film, is incredibly challenging. The 
process requires us to process very disparate types 
of information, from physical discomfort to artistic 
preference and style, into a condensed schedule 
with rigid trekking logistics. These challenges 
highlight the importance of communication, 
planning, decision-making, risk management, 
group leadership, critical thinking, and setting 
priorities. Furthermore, the Wilderness and Dogs 
remind us of the stunning beauty of Creation, and 
of our place in the world.  
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ADVENTURE  

But why, Alaska? 

Northern landscapes have drawn 

adventurers, artists, and creative 

thinkers for all recorded history. 

Alaska represents something to 

everyone. For many of us, it 

represents one of the ultimate 

destinations for remote and rugged 

wilderness. Alaska offers a place 

to both challenge yourself, and a 

place to reflect within a massive 

landscape. Access to seemingly 

immeasurable wild land allows the 

mind and soul to be immersed in 

possibility, and honestly… to 

reflect upon our own frailty. 

I first traveled to Alaska almost 20 

years ago, and I’ve worked hard to 

stay here. For me, Alaska is a 

constant reminder of our place in 

this world, the incredible beauty 

and stark reality. Here, we are 

constantly reminded that God 

loves us, and that we must work 

hard, and work smart, in order, to 

thrive. 

Our location in Alaska affords us 

unrivaled access to wilderness. At 

both of our locations, Valdez and 

Basecamp Alaska, we are 

surrounded by public land, with 

trails and backcountry for 

hundreds of miles in all directions. 

At the same time, both locations 

are “on the road system”, meaning 

that we have direct access to 

services and amenities. 

The Basecamp Alaska location is 

our flagship site, and features 

solitude and adventure for those 

seeking a time of reflection and 

remote landscape. From here, we 
can access our local trails, and a 
quick drive brings us trails that 
extend for hundreds of miles, and 
wild land extends for thousands of 

miles. Rivers, creeks, mountains, 

bogs, trails, and snowfields 

abound at both locations. Students 

at our Basecamp Alaska location 

have a flexible schedule, that is 

collaboratively designed. 

Our Valdez location is 

approximately 10 miles from the 

town center, and located in a very 

small rural/remote neighborhood, 

with access to miles and miles of 

trails, river, and mountains. This 

site is ideal for students seeking a 

longer term custom semester 

option, but also need access to the 

local community campus for their 

coursework. Students at our 

Valdez location are expected to 

manage most of their logistics 

independently, and we determine a 

collaborative schedule. (Note: 

minimum enrollment required). 

Both sites have access to our dog-

supported programming, trail 

networks, mentors, community 

resources, volunteer opportunities, 

and college options. 

   What the Research Says… 

The young people in Wilderness 

Therapy programs took a test, the 

DASS, to measure depression, 

anxiety and stress. 

While nearly half of the 660 

clients who filled out this 

questionnaire indicated at least 

mild problems in these areas, the 

percentages who felt these 

problems were for them “severe” 

or “extremely severe” was much 

smaller. (OBHIC) 

Admission Graduation 

Depression 20.6% 9.5% 

    Anxiety 20.5% 12.4% 

    Stress 12% 5.26% 

FAST FACTS 

The growing evidence of empirical 
research has established that wilderness 
treatment programs are effective and 
are successful… (OBHIC) 

It looks as though time in the beauty and 
peace of wilderness settings, growing 
physically strong and increasingly 
competent in outdoor living skills, is only 
one aspect of wilderness treatment. The 
other, and perhaps the one most essential 
to the healing process, is the strong, 
trusting therapeutic relationship between 
the (clients) and their staff members. 
(OBHIC) 

Alaska. The Wild & Rugged Land. 
by DB Palmer, Ed.D 
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Our Program Style

While we’ve worked with a wide 

range of groups, from teens, 

adults, corporate training, college 

programs, and high-end luxury 

clients; we specialize in programs 

for young adults who are in 

transition, need space for 

reflection, and/or are seeking a 

new challenge. 

One-on-One Mentoring 

One-on-One Mentoring is a 

hallmark of our programs. All 

students meet individually with 

Dr. Palmer for mentoring through 

active, project-based sessions. 

Flexible, Affordable, & Authentic. 

Our students get to experience 
the authentic Alaskan experience 
with us. Students are housed in 
our 4-season, Alaskan-made, 
woodstove-heated, & fully 
insulated yurt. Depending on 
program options, we will also 
camp in either heated or 
unheated tents. 

Winter is our Specialty 

We introduce our students to a 
whole new world that many never 
experience, and we love the 
winter in Alaska! 

Winter seems a time where 
everything stops, but in truth, it is 
also a time of tremendous activity 
and regeneration. The stillness of 
winter offers the perfect 
environment for reflection. The 
cold offers adversity and 
challenge to each of us.  

Custom Semester Program 

Our custom-designed 
semesters offer flexible 
program lengths that take the 
trek program to the next level, 
featuring rustic Alaskan living. 
Prerequisite: Trek Program 

Student Living 

Custom Trek-Based Program 

7-21 days of adventure-based
programming, focused on film,
wilderness skills, and personal
growth. 

Group Living 

Students share the 
responsibilities of living in 
the yurt, including food 
preparation, cleanliness, 
and other basic living 
tasks. 

Fitness & Health 
Every custom-semester 
student meets with Greta 
Palmer, MA, LPT to 
address fundamental 
issues of nutrition, food 
preparation, hygiene, and 
personal fitness coaching. 

Flexibility 
Our trek-based and 
custom-semester 
programs offer significant 
flexibility for student 
goals and personal 
interests. 
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Becoming a leader 

For two decades, I’ve been 
leading youth, young adults, and 
adults through wild and remote 
places. For two decades, I’ve 
guided the personal journey of 
aspiring leaders and troubled 
youth. The single-most common 
challenge that I’ve seen is in the 
difficulty for people to see 
themselves with clarity, as the 
main “character” in their story, 
and to grasp the immensity of 
their personal responsibility for 
their lives… past, present, and 
future. Life rarely happens “to” 
us, unless we let it. We are the 
hero in our story, and not every 
story ends well. There are no 
guarantees for a happy, 
prosperous life. In order for 
change to occur, for the story to 
become reality, we must act. 

Telling my story 

Since my beginning days in the 
field of outdoor leadership and 
wilderness therapy, back in 2000, 
I’ve always been fascinated by the 
interplay of group psychology 
and wilderness leadership. The 
relationship between great 
leaders and their group members 
has far less to do with technical 
mastery, or rock star status, and 
far more to do with trust, belief in 
the potential of one another, and 
with communication. This, in fact, 
is what drew me to continue my 
education and training beyond 
my undergraduate degree in 
Recreation Management to 
graduate and post-graduate 
studies, ultimately culminating 
with my doctoral degree in 

Counseling Psychology, and to 
spending just under a decade 
working in higher education. 

Adventure Film as Wilderness 
Therapy 

What I saw as missing from 
outdoor leadership programs was 
a mechanism to “tell the story 
and share the journey”. It is this 
intentional storytelling that has 
been the consistent theme in my 
own journey, from outdoor leader 
to psychotherapist. Seeking to 
understand and to communicate 
an experience, whether your own 
or another’s, one must be able to 
make decisions based on the 
information available, and seek 
the information that is needed to 
complete the story. This ability to 
create distance from the story 
and follow a cognitive structure is 
quite similar to the process of 
Cognitive Behavioral therapies. 
The ability to intuit deeper, often 
unspoken, narrative follows both 
psychodynamic and narrative 
therapeutic modalities, as well as 
numerous others. The choices 
that I make in both 
previsualization and post-
production editing often follow 
my own existential striving to 
seek and express meaning and 
purpose, which is hallmark to 
Existential psychotherapy. 

Taking the next step 

In order to address the issues and 
challenges of our post-modern 
lives, we utilize wilderness 
expeditions as the stage and 
adventure film-making as the 
catalyst for therapeutic discovery 
and spiritual and personal 
growth. I am part of every course 
and personally involved with 
every family. Courses are 
designed for young adults (18+) 
and range from 7 to 60 days in 
duration. 

Our Students 

Typically, our students come to 
us from outside of Alaska, and 
often have had a hard time 
adjusting to young adulthood. 
These difficulties are varied, but 
often include: academic failure or 
poor performance, poor choices 
regarding alcohol/substance or a 
party lifestyle, questions about 
life and purpose, or just not quite 
being ready for college/career 
responsibilities. Our semester 
program is NOT suited for 
students dealing with serious 
mental health concerns, such as 
suicidal/homicidal ideation, 
psychosis, or major mental health 
disorders. 

We have walked this path for two 
decades with teens and young 
adults, and we are honored to be 
part of your journey. 

A bit more about us… 
By: DB Palmer, Ed.D 
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Expeditionary Film School of Alaska 

Wilderness Therapy & Life Coaching for Adults, Utilizing Expeditionary Learning & Adventure Filmmaking. 

-A program operated by Backcountry Professor-

Professional Disclosure 

As a psychotherapist and life coach, I practice from an Existentialist-
Christian perspective, (which means that I find ultimate purpose and 
meaning through my faith as a Christian) because that’s authentic for me. 
I make no requirement, however, that my clients or groups are Christians. 
Like any cultural identity, my faith informs my work, my life, and my 
choices. My perspectives are informed by what I believe, and my counsel is 
informed by who I am. These cannot honestly be separated. I expect to 
disagree with my clients, and them with me. That’s part of a genuine 
relationship. I will not alter my beliefs to suit yours, and I don’t require that 
you alter your beliefs to suit mine. I remain convinced that despite the 
current contemporary culture of passive and implicit agreement that there 
should be ONE universal belief system which somehow decides which beliefs 
are judgmental or not, that vigorous and active dialogue is far better than 
mere acceptance, even (and especially) when two parties hold opposing 
views.

www.expeditionaryfilmschoolalaska.com 

https://expeditionaryfilmschoolalaska.com/
http://www.expeditionaryfilmschoolalaska.com/



