
STRUCTURE, FREEDOM, AND CONSEQUENCE
By: Lon Woodbury 

“The more we control a child’s environment, the freer he or she becomes.” 
At first glance, this seems a paradoxical statement, especially in our era of

emphasis on rights and individual freedoms for all. The statement does make sense,
however, when considering the child with behavioral/ emotional problems. 

The out‐of‐control child has often claimed the freedom to do anything he/ she
wants. This claimed freedom, with no sense of responsibility or accountability, often
results in disapproval, conflict, and failure. The child usually has no idea of the source of
the problem. 

This out‐of‐control child is only freed from this downward spiral when he/ she learns actions have
consequences, and this lesson is best taught through a structured environment where consequences are
clear. 

Learning the lesson of cause and effect through a properly structured environment, the child (or adult)
is then free to pick the consequences he or she wants. Without learning this lesson, a child’s (or adult’s) life
is controlled by events and circumstances beyond his/ her direct control, and the child’s life is anything but
free. The ability to predict consequences is the basis of civilized behavior, and teaching that ability is not
only what good parenting is about, but is also what emotional growth schools and programs are about. 

Professionals in the emotional growth school and program field talk a lot about structure. Schools and
programs are frequently categorized based on how tight the structure is, and students are often referred by
educational consultants based on how much structure the child needs in order to learn how to be a
responsible adult. 

The mirror image way of looking at this is to ask how much intervention is needed. For example, a child
who is totally out of control needs much more intervention and structure created for him/ her than the child
who is only under‐performing at school. There is a point where the structure or intervention needed by a
specific child is beyond the capability of the home, and this is when a residential structured school or program
must be found. 

Structure is the rules, regulations, laws, agreements and understandings a person lives with. Exactly what
they are defines the kind of community or society a person lives in. 

When child professionals talk about a tight structure, they have in mind an environment so constructed
that consequences of actions are immediate, consistent, and appropriate. In a tight structure, the choices a
child must make are obvious, and consequences are clear. 

A properly developed structure usually allows the consequences to be natural and thus more easily
accepted by the child. This has obvious advantages over a structure depending on punishment and rewards
from an authority figure. The reason being is any authority figure can be rejected by the child as arbitrary
or playing favorites, and sometimes this is deserved. It is the quality of clear, obvious and natural
consequences that has made responsible wilderness programs so popular in recent years. 

American society has a definite structure. It is a relatively loose structure that assumes each person has
an adult level of maturity, based on an ability to predict the consequences of choices and actions. 

In our free society, the people’s ability to make good choices is what the founders of this country referred
to as self government. They actually maintained that our system of limited government could only work as
designed if the citizens maintained a high level of self government, i.e. an adult maturity to choose good
consequences. 
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“It is more important to get it right,  than to get it first.”

CONTINUED: STRUCTURE/ 2



11

year, to help motivate the boys to succeed.
From trips around the US, to trips abroad,
students get to earn credits studying in the real
world. Every week is packed with additional
opportunities for off campus sports and
activities and boys stay motivated to
participate. Just a short list of this year’s trips
for students includes a trip to Utah, London,
Yellowstone National Park, and the Oregon
Coast. 

I noticed as we walked through the dorms
that many of the boys had religious symbols
and bibles. This diversity was impressive.
Students have the opportunity to worship as
they choose. There are many religions and
boys learn respect each other’s views. 

The other critical component at Cherry Gulch is the academic
component.  As we walked through the school, Dr. Sapp introduced
us to the teachers, all certified and two of which are Masters Level.
We also met several boys who came up and introduced themselves
freely. They were interested in interacting with us, excited to show
us their classrooms.

The school is separate from the living areas so it feels more like a
typical school program, and there is a separate building specifically
for music classes. Students can earn credits in all the core classes,
can take foreign language, and can join academic clubs, like the
mathletes and robotics.

We ate lunch with the boys who welcomed us and eagerly asked
us about who we were and shared about themselves. Two boys were
actively into competitive bike racing and were the top racers in the

community. Another
was interested in
photography and
technology. After lunch,
more parents and
families started to
arrive and boys busily
finished their after
lunch chores to be with
their families.

I felt as if we could
have hung around all
day but alas it was time
for us to head to our
next appointment. I am
very impressed with the

staff and facilities at Cherry Gulch, as well as with the program itself
on so many levels. Of course there are so many more dynamics to
this program than I can cover in one short visit report, but if Cherry
Gulch sounds like it might help someone you know, call them,
schedule a visit and thoroughly check them out.
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