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Evidence

The search for evidence-

based methods began in 

medicine and now is  

transforming our work 

with children, families, 

and communities. 





Professional Silos

Education 

Psychiatry

Religion

Social Work 

Psychology  

Counseling 

Juvenile Justice 

Youth Care

Police



We are drowning in data 

while starving for wisdom.

E. O. Wilson
Harvard University



Information Overload 
Searching for evidence is like 

drinking from a fire hydrant.



The Solution:

CONSILIENCE 

By tapping diverse 

disciplines, we can 

discover powerful 

simple truths.  

William Whewell

1847



Everything should be 
made as simple as 
possible but not simpler. 

Albert Einstein

If you can’t explain your  
theory to a six year old, 
you probably don’t 
understand it yourself.



Consilience

Life’s complexities can 

be broken down into 

powerful simple truths.

E. O. Wilson



Consilience 
The Highest Standard for Evidence
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We are culturally taught how to see, look, and act. 

Changing these requires changing the culture.  

Kurt Lewin



Traditional cultures place 

great value on meeting 

the developmental needs 

of their children. 

But a majority of children 

have less than half of the 

Developmental Assets to 

reach their full potential. 



Indigenous Science

The old are dedicated to 

the service of the young 

as their teachers and 

advisors, and the young 

in turn regard them with 

love and reverence.

Charles Eastman, 1911 

(Dakota name Ohiyesa)

Ohiyesa
1858-1939



The old African men and 
women, particularly the old 
women, were consummate 
child psychologists.

Herbert Vilakazi, Zululand University



Indigenous cultures deeply revere children.

Martin Brokenleg



Circle of Courage Values



Belonging



Mastery



Independence



Generosity



Larry K. Brendtro    Martin L. Mitchell



evidence-based essentials 
in education, treatment, and youth development 



Larry K. Brendtro, PhD

cflearning.org

Attachment

Achievement

Autonomy

Altruism



Consilience of Research on Positive Development

Hierarchy of  
Human Needs
(Maslow, 1943)

Belongingness Esteem
Self-

Actualization
Self-

Transcendence

Foundations of 
Self Worth    
(Coopersmith, 1967) 

Significance Competence Power Virtue

Circle of Courage
Cultural Values
(Brokenleg, 1990) 

Belonging Mastery Independence Generosity

Resilience 
Research
(Benard, 2004)

Social  
Competence

Problem Solving Autonomy Purpose

Leadership and 
Service Model
(CF Learning, 2008)

Belonging Achievement Power Purpose

Brain Systems 
(Masten, 2014)

Attachment
Mastery 

Motivation
Self-Efficacy

Spirituality          
& Purpose

Four Biosocial

Growth Needs
Attachment Achievement Autonomy Altruism



The Four Biosocial Drives
connect to primitive brain-stem 

survival programs: 

Avoidance
(prevent pain)

Approach 
(seek pleasure)

Need for Safety

Need for Adventure



Brain-Based Drives 

Belonging

Achievement

Power 

Purpose 

Safety

Adventure

Developmental Needs 

Attachment

Achievement

Autonomy

Altruism

Social 

Brain

Survival

Brain

Avoidance

Approach



The Resilience Compass

Model of Leadership and Service ®



Safety Belonging

Achievement

Power

Purpose

The Resilience Compass

Connecting with Courage New Zealand Model of Leadership and Service



Leadership and Service

Helpers have the same needs as those they serve.



Staff beliefs are the best predictor of youth outcomes.

Teamwork



Quechua Children

From the moment I 

entered their village, I 

was captivated by their 

respectful behavior, self-

confident demeanor, and 

astonishing creativity.

Inge Bolin
Vancouver Island University 



Belonging:
Loneliness is seen as 

the saddest experience 

so all are included in 

circles of respect.  



Achievement: Children are eager to learn and 

excel in school but never flaunt their superiority. 



Power: Youth are never harshly punished but are given  

responsibility caring for small children who idolize them. 



Purpose: Teens are assigned important roles in the 

community like caring for and protecting the Alpaca herds. 



Safety: 
Young people have 

close respectful 

bonds with adults 

and peers and all  

protect one another.



Adventure: Children joyfully engage in games, music, 

cultural ceremonies, exploring nature, and enjoying 

simple pleasures with peers and elders. 



Pioneers in 

Reclaiming Youth



There are two systems which 

have been used throughout all 

ages in educating youth: the 

preventive and the repressive. 

John Bosco  
1816-1888



Jane Addams founded the Juvenile Court in 1899.



Scientific knowledge and democratic values 
will bring an end the soul murder of children. 

Ellen Key, 1900 
The Century of the Child



Rabindranath Tagore

Every child comes with the 

message that God is not 

yet discouraged of man. 



EMPOWERING 

YOUTH

Children are not

future citizens.

They are citizens

in embryo.

Janusz Korczak
1877-1942



W. E. B. Du Bois 
1868-1963

Only responsibility 

teaches responsibility. 



Discovering Strengths 

What we want to achieve in 

our work with young people 

is to find and strengthen the 

positive and healthy 

elements no matter how 

deeply they are hidden.

Karl Wilker
Der Lindenhof, 1921

Youth art, Berlin prison, 1921



Youth Art,  Berlin Prison, 1921

Karl Wilker’s Two Rules:

All adults will respect youth, 

particularly disrespectful youth. 

All youth will learn responsibility, 

particularly irresponsible youth.



Gave feedback to group to 
build respectful climate.
Members were  friendly, 
cooperative, helpful.

Used criticism or praise to 
control individuals.
Hostile behavior 30 times 
greater—conflict, bullying.

Democratic Leader

Autocratic Leader
Kurt Lewin, 1938



August Aichhorn
1878-1949

The primary unmet need of 

“wayward youth” is love. 

All children have 

remarkable strengths.

Anna Freud
1895-1982



Piloted classic studies of 

working with troubled and 

traumatized youth. 

Fritz Redl
1902-1988



For 30 years, Fritz Redl and colleagues trained professionals to work 
with troubled youth at the University of Michigan Fresh Air Camp.   



RESILIENCE 

SCIENCE



Re-sil-i-ence
from Latin resilire, “to leap back.” 

Resilience means bouncing back 
from difficult life experiences.



Positive Psychology:
the study of positive 

emotions, character 

strengths, environments 

This research does not 

ignore knowledge about 

problems but balances 

strengths and challenges.  

Martin Seligman 
Flourish

Youth Graffiti, London 





Glance at Problems, Gaze at Strengths 

JC Chambers



Self-righting tendencies 

propel children to normal 

adult development in all  

but the most persistent 

adverse circumstances.

Organisms tend to return  

to balance after adversity. 

Life-span research shows   

that protective factors have 

a more profound impact 

than type of risk or trauma.

Emmy Werner & Ruth Smith

Overcoming the Odds

RESILIENCE 

The Self-Righting Principle



Resilience is not Rare 

but the ordinary magic 

of the adaptive minds, 

brains, and bodies of 

children in families, 

relationships, and 

communities. 

Ann Masten
University of Minnesota



The Steeling Effect

Surmounting challenge 

builds coping strengths



Stress without Support:  Children’s emotional and behavioral 

problems result from facing stressful life events without 

adequate support.         Alan Sroufe



System Failure 
A child gets identified  

as emotionally disturbed 

when normal support 

systems falter . . . 

Nicholas Hobbs



Community

Peers

Family

School

When their needs are met, children thrive.

Urie Bronfenbrenner



Community

Peers

Family

School

But when needs are unmet, youth are at risk.



Kauai Resilience Study  

With positive connections,  

a majority of persons will be 

able to surmount almost 

any risk condition. 

Emmy Werner



Illustration by Scott Menchin

Five Decades of Research
Resilience rests fundamentally on 
relationships.  Suniya Luthar



Stress-resistant children 

often received positive 

responses from others.

Vulnerable children 

often got negative 

responses from others. 



voices of youth

in many mediums





Four Waves of Resilience Research

Wright, Masten, & Narayan, 2013

Risks & protective factors

How resilience develops 

How to promote resilience

Resilient brains and epigenetics



DESIGNER BRAINS



Children 

have highly 

resilient 

brains…

and 84% of  

our genes 

affect the 

brain. 



Ramon  y  Cajal,  Father of Neuroscience

Nobel Prize, 1906





Triune Brain

Paul MacLean
The Triune Brain in Evolution 

Logical Brain
What can I learn?

Emotional Brain
How do I feel?

Survival Brain
Am I safe? 



Primary Emotions

Fear 

Rage

Bonding

Caring

Seeking

Playing

Self Emotions

Pride  

Shame

Gratitude

Jealousy

Depression 

Inspiration



Bonding      Caring        Seeking     Playing

Primary 

Emotions in 

Mammals

Jaak Panksepp

Fear            Rage



FEAR: Flight



RAGE: Fight



BONDING: Trust, Attachment, Belonging



CARING: Empathy, Altruism, Generosity



SEEKING: Curiosity, Exploring, Achievement



PLAYING: Adventure, Cooperation, Self-Regulation



EMPATHY
Caring for Others

EGO
Self-Preservation

Gerald Cory, Jr. 



Connecting Brain and Heart

The Polyvagal System

Trust creates safety and social engagement.



To Trust or Not to Trust

Safety & Trust 

Life Threat

Fight, Flight

Freeze, Feign Death

Tend & Befriend

Threat & Danger



Autonomic Nervous System 

Our high-speed, electrical 

stress response system 

Sympathetic 

Nervous System

S

T

R

E

S

S

Parasympathetic 

Nervous System

C

A

L

M

Fight 

Flight  

Rest 

Digest  



The HPA Axis: 
Our slower chemical stress response system

Hypothalamus

Pituitary Gland

Adrenal Gland

Stress activates a 

cascade of 

hormones preparing 

the person to cope 

with threat. 



optimumbored overload burnout

Stress



Throughout life, the human 

brain changes its structure to 

cope with new challenges.    

(Doidge, 2016)

Both positive and negative 

experiences redesign the 

brain, for better or worse. 

(Champaigne, 2010) 

Neuroplasticity



Neurons at
9 Months



Neurons at
2 Years



Neurons at
4 Years



Zeigarnik Effect
Uncompleted tasks and 

unmet goals tend to pop 

into one’s mind. 

Bluma Zeigarnik, 1927



This classic study followed New York children for thirty years. 

Factor analysis showed three temperaments from birth.



Easy

Slow to 

warm up
Difficult



40% of children have an EASY TEMPERAMENT. 
They readily adapt to new situations and people. 



10% of children have a DIFFICULT temperament and are highly 
sensitive to quality of care. With warmth, they become sociable. 

Renamed FEISTY for coping in difficult environments.  



15% of children are SLOW TO WARM UP and tend to 

withdraw with new people. When safe, they become trusting.  



35% of children had UNIQUE temperaments and
could not be easily classified into the other three categories.  

The UNIQUE child is a mixture of temperaments.  





Jerome Kagan
Harvard University



Bold Temperament
high serotonin levels 

Timid Temperament 
low serotonin levels

(Sugden et al., 2010)

Temperament and Serotonin



EPIGENETICS



If genes were fixed, humans would be locked in 

one way of responding. Instead, life experiences 

turn genes off or on to adapt to the environment.         
Bruce Perry 

Epigenetics



Epi is Greek 

for on top of.



Humans have highly 

resilient brains. 

And, 84% of our genes 

affect the brain. 



Chromosomes 

contain DNA with 

20,000 genes.



Twenty-three pairs of chromosomes are packed 

in the nucleus of virtually all of our 20 trillion body cells.



But genes only make up 5% 

of the DNA. Crick called the 

rest “Junk DNA.”

Watson and Crick first 

described the double helix 

chromosome in 1953. 



So-called “Junk DNA” actually contains four million 

epigenetic switches that can turn genes on and off. 



Embryonic Stem Cells Specialize

into over 200 Types of Cells



Epigenetic effects can be brief or long term. 

Resetting your 

circadian clock in  

a new time zone

Connecting 

neurons for  

long-term 

learning 

Passing trauma 

effects to future   

generations

amygdala



The Dutch Hunger Winter

(1944-45) 

Children conceived in this 

famine were tiny but stored 

fat to survive. Following the 

war, they became obese.

Children and grandchildren 

in later generations were 

small at birth and likely to 

become obese and diabetic. 



Skink Lizards Alter Genes to Defend Against Snakes

Vulnerable to 

Predators:

Small

Short tails

Mothers who smell a predatory snake during pregnancy 

produce offspring that grow larger with longer tails. 



Michael Meaney
McGill University

Neglectful 

Mothering
Nurturing 

Mothering



RESILIENT

Social 

Curious

Intelligent

REACTIVE

Fearful

Avoidant

Dysregulated



Stress System

Personality

Neuroplasticity

Intelligence 

Immune System

Health

Metabolism

Growth

Epigenetics has Potent Parental Effects



Boys who smoke before puberty can produce 

harmful epigenetic changes in male offspring. 



Mother and daughter—which is which?

Bisphenol A



Epigenetics is most potent during the fetal stage 

when an average of 250,000 new neurons are 

created each minute throughout pregnancy. 



Fetal Epigenetics

Diet

Drugs

Poverty

Smoking

Pollution

Cultural Trauma



Cultural and racial trauma can 

affect up to four generations. 
(Kuzawa & Sweet, 2009)



Epigenetics and 

Aboriginal Health

Obesity

Diabetes

Hypertension

Kidney Disease

Heart Problems  

Reduced Life Span 



Technology has produced 83,000 substances not natural in 

human history. Exposure can affect health and growth and 

is related to autism, aggressiveness, and learning problems. 

Grandjean & Landrigan



These drugs do not just have 

the action we are told about 

but often have much greater 

effects throughout the body.

David Healy
University of Cardiff, UK

Each capsule contains 
your medication plus 
a treatment for each 
of its side effects. 



Drugs and Autism
John has little speech and flaps his hands 

while Sam uses his iPad. Drugs used during 

surgery at 3 months made the difference. 



Bold: Low Reactive Timid: High Reactive 

Differences in amygdala reactivity make some children 

bold and others timid. Highly reactive children are more 

influenced by the quality of caregiving.

Jerome Kagan 

T
E
M
P
E
R
A
M
E
N
T



N
e

ga
ti

ve
O

U
TC

O
M

E 
   

   
   

   
P

o
si

ti
ve

Negative ENVIRONMENT                       Positive

Low Reactive Temperament 



Telomeres:
Our Human Aging Clock

These are protective  

caps on chromosomes 

which shorten with age. 

When telomeres wear 

away, the cell becomes 

cancerous or dies.



Extreme Stress

Erodes Telomeres

Children exposed to 

domestic violence, 

physical abuse, or 

frequent bullying show 

significantly more 

telomere loss between 

ages 5 and 10. 



But supportive relationships can heal trauma.



Epigenetic problems are potentially reversible.

The Good News

Meeting growth needs builds resilient brains. 







Ensure physical, emotional, and cultural safety 

by protection against adversity and harm.



SAFETY

Avoiding Pain 

Anxiety

Fear

Loss

Shame



Adverse Childhood Experiences 

Household Stress
1. Divorce or separation 

2. Substance abuse

3. Domestic violence

4. Criminal behavior

5. Mental illness

Abuse and Neglect
6.  Psychological abuse

7.  Physical Abuse

8. Sexual Abuse

9. Physical Neglect

10.Emotional Neglect

Kaiser Permanente and

Center for Disease Control



“Felt safety” which has to be determined 

by each individual, includes emotional, 

physical, and relational security. 



Safety is in the Eye of the Beholder



Threatened and helpless  

- Bessel van der Kolk

Fear, terror, helplessness

- Bruce Perry

Trauma Reactions



TRAUMA                LOSS
Panic                      Grief                  



Developmental Trauma

Multiple, prolonged, adverse 

events, often beginning in 

early childhood relationships.

Includes physical, emotional, 

and educational neglect and 

maltreatment.

Bessel van der Kolk



Racial and Cultural Trauma



What  is the 

primary impact of 

relational trauma?



A breakdown in the capacity to regulate                 

internal states like fear, anger, and sexual impulses.

van der Kolk (2005)



Children need secure attachments to calm their 

brains. But punitive relationships trigger more fear. 



Trauma reactions are 

pain-based behaviors.

What is this girl trying to 

tell us about her pain?  



comes from the 

Latin word poèna

which means 

PAIN



Physical and social 

pain use the same 

deep brain circuits. 







Howard Bath        John Seita
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BelongingSafety

Connect with adult-wary youth and create 

positive family and peer group climates.



BELONGING



Everybody’s Got to Live Together



The Strange Situation: How do one-year-old 

children react when left alone or with a stranger? 

• Four styles of attachment have been identified.       

• The child mirrors the caregiver’s style of parenting. 

Mary Ainsworth

Attachment Research



Seek Closeness

Avoid Closeness 

L
o
w
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n
x
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H
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n
x
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Securely 

Attached

Avoidant Disorganized

Anxious 

Conflicted



Cooperation and kindness 

is the inbuilt motivational 

program of human brains.

The Need to Belong

Hostile individual or group 

relationships signal needs 

for belonging are unmet. 



The Power of Caring Fathers



Touch, the most 

elementary tool we 

have to calm down, is 

proscribed from most 

therapeutic practices. 

Bessel van  der Kolk



Bids
to Connect



Trust? Liking?



OXYTOCIN tames aggression 

and fear. Females have more 

oxytocin for use in nurturing.

VASOPRESSIN can enhance 

aggression. Males have more 

vasopressin for protecting.

Humans have two chemicals for bonding



Shame and Pride



Every child needs at 
least one adult 
who is irrationally 
crazy about him or her.  

Urie
Bronfenbrenner

1917-2005





The kids who need the 

most love will ask for it in 

the most unloving of ways. 

Russell Barkley



Positive Alliances 

Trust. Youth believes the adult 
cares, understands, and can help.

Cooperation. Youth and adult 
work together to solve a problem.

Attachment. Mutual attraction 
develops from working together.

Adversarial Encounters 

Distrust. Youth believes adult  
won’t care, understand, or help.

Antagonism. Youth and adult are 
in conflict and power struggles. 

Alienation. Rancor leads to 
aggression or avoidance.  



Strategies used 

by youth who 

don’t trust adults:

• Fight 

• Flight

• Fool 

• Follow 



FIGHT

Private Logic:

Hurt or be Hurt



FLIGHT

Private Logic:

Hide or be Hurt



FOOL

Private Logic:

Outsmart them



FOLLOW

Private Logic:

Strength in numbers



Conflict and Coping Cycles
Nicholas Long

Challenge

Logic

EmotionsActions

Response



Connecting 

in Crisis



Adults need to set 

up a comfort zone. 

Don’t act superior. 

Let the kids 

connect with you, 

don’t force it.  

Voices of Youth

BELONGING



BelongingSafety

Achievement

Build intrinsic motivation to engage all 

learners and nurture intelligence.   



ACHIEVEMENT



The Challenge and Rewards of Learning



The brain grows 

when challenged.

Mastering difficulty 

builds intelligence. 

Carol Dweck (2006)



The resilient brain custom-

wires new circuits to meet 

fresh challenges and goals 

throughout life.  

The brain “expects” normal 

experiences to auto-wire 

abilities like motor skills, 

language, and attachment.

(Siegel, 2012)

Experience Expectant Experience Dependent 

Neuroplasticity of Learning and Development



All children have an inborn drive to 

learn and master. 



Egoistic Motivation 

Reluctant Learner

Task Motivation

Eager Learner



Growth or Fixed Mindsets

Carol Dweck

I can make 
myself smart.. 

I just wasn’t 
born smart.



Sugata Mitra

The naturally 

curious brain.



Hole In the Wall 



Child Driven Education





School Connectedness  

is the student perception  

of belonging and closeness 

with others at school.



SCHOOL 

FAILURE 
damages self 

esteem and 

predicts poor 

life outcomes.
Gold & Osgood, 1992



Defiant Behavior 
rejecting teachers 

and school is an 

attempt to rescue 

self respect.

Gold & Osgood



Student Engagement



SCHOOL SUCCESS
has a lasting effect on 

life adjustment in spite 

of other problems.  

Gold & Osgood



Reconnecting Students

Teachers who connect with 

students who distrust teachers.

Teachers who help struggling 

students achieve success.



I was always afraid of messing 

up. Here teachers and peers help 

me if I make mistakes and teach 

me to do it right. My parents can 

see a difference in me. I think I 

carry myself in a successful     

“yes I am worth it” way. 

Voices of Youth



BelongingSafety

Achievement

Power

Develop self-regulation, prevent conflict 

cycles, and empower positive leadership.   



POWER



Youth Testing His Power



Ultimately, the only 

power to which man 

should aspire is that 

which he exercises 

over himself

Elie Wiesel

1928-2016



Self-regulation involves the ability to “postpone the obtaining 

of pleasure, to put up with a little unpleasure and to abandon 

certain sources of pleasure altogether.”     

Sigmund Freud, 1920                Photo, Mischel’s Marshmallow study. 



How do children learn emotional regulation?



They borrow their caregiver’s calm brain.



MEET NEED

DISTRESS

NEED

CALM

The Calming Cycle

Vera Fahlberg



Self-Efficacy

The belief in one’s 

power to cope with 

challenges. 

(Albert Bandura, 1997)



Psychologist Dan Olweus piloted 
school bully prevention in Scandinavia. 



The Power of Bullies 

and the Plight of Victims

Jaana Juvonen and Sandra Graham

U.S. research focuses on the 

traits of bullies and victims. 

Norwegian research focuses 

on the dynamics of groups.

Dan Olweus

Most bully prevention programs 

do not work because they target 

bullying behaviors but do not 

change the values of the students 

and the culture of the school. 



Power Assertion Love Withdrawal Problem Solving

Three Types of Discipline
Martin Hoffman



Enduring power is a 

gift that comes from 

empathy and giving.

The abuse of power 

is indifference to 

the needs of others.



Powerlessness is the most robust trigger of stress and cortisol release.

Dacher Keltner



How power corrupts by highjacking the brain:

Power uses brainstem dominance programs to stifle empathy.

Power is a dopamine high fueling impulsive pleasure seeking.



Peer Abuse Type I

Youth who themselves were
mistreated now hurt others. 

They need caring relationships 
and the opportunity to develop
empathy and self-regulation.

Peer Abuse Type II 

Socially connected and popular 
youth hurt others to gain status. 

These young people need to
strengthen empathy and use
their power to help, not hurt.

“Bullying” is a Euphemism for Abuse of Power



Overcoming Abuses of Power

Meet the needs of others

Practice generosity

Empower others

Show respect

Dacher Keltner



Whoever wants to be great 

must become a servant.   

― Book of Mark

Great persons are able 

to do great kindnesses.

― Miguel de Cervantes

Photo Islamicity.org

True Greatness



BelongingSafety

Achievement

Power

Purpose

Strengthen empathy and find meaning in 

life through caring and service to others.  



PURPOSE



Finding Purpose

Children are biologically hard-wired, not only for close 

connections to others but also for “deep connections to 

moral and spiritual meaning.”

Commission for Children at Risk



Naelyn Pike, 16, opposes mining on her Apache reservation.

Purpose
A Cause beyond Self



Ryan’s Well for Twenty Years

I just wanted to get people clean 

water so they wouldn’t die.

Ryan Hreljac



Persistence

The more Developmental 

Assets youth have, the 

more likely they are to 

persist in the face of 

difficulty. 

Half of those with few 

assets also report that 

they don’t give up.

Search Institute 
(Benson et al., 2013)

Youth who don’t give up 

when things get difficult.



7

Only a positive prosocial 

purpose can provide the 

lasting inspiration, 

motivation, and resilience 

that is characteristic of a 

truly purposeful life.

William Damon
Stanford Center for Adolescence



The Power of Kindness



The Caring Cycle

When persons being 

helped return kindness, 

the circle of reciprocity is 

complete. This unleashes 

the shared feeling of joy. 

(Noddings, 2013)



The Rejection Cycle

But when a person in 

need rebuffs our acts of 

kindness, this can spark 

hostility or avoidance. 

I don'I don’t need 
your help! 



Caring is not cool with kids who need to act “tough.”



Spiritual development 

is an important factor 

in resilient outcomes. 

Emmy Werner



Kurt Hahn
1886-1974

Each young person has 

some “Grande Passion” 

which is often hidden.



Dedication to a cause 

greater than oneself

Man’s main concern is 

not to gain pleasure or to 

avoid pain but rather to 

see a meaning in his life.



Altruism and 

Empathy are 

Inborn

(Warneken & Tomasello, 2006)



True or False?

Aggression in 

young children … 

predicts antisocial 

outcomes in 

adolescence.

(Rhee et al., 2013; Caprara et 

al., 2000)



Research on compassion in small children. 



Being Mean 

is Not in Genes

Both identical twins 

and fraternal twins

are similar in showing 

compassion or 

disregard to a person  

showing distress.  

(Rhee et al., 2013)



True or False?

Helping, sharing, 

and consoling in 

third grade …

Predicts achieving 

in eighth grade

(Caprara, Barbaranelli, 

Pastorelli, Bandura, & Zimbardo, 

2000)



Helping gives 

proof of one’s 

worth – being of 

value to others. 



Provide youth authentic challenges and 

healthy risks that spark the spirit of joy.   



ADVENTURE

The human brain is designed to seek novelty and take risks. 

Play and adventure makes brains smarter and more resilient. 



The Vital Balance

Safety and Adventure



SAFETY
Security 

Predictability 

ADVENTURE
Risk 

Novelty



Healthy risk taking develops resilience.



All social animals engage in play.
Jaak Pankskepp



Nature Deficit Disorder: Excessive screen time is 

replacing exploration of nature with friends.



Enchanted with Chemicals
Substances can be substitutes for joyful relationships.

JC Chambers



Youth are captivated 

by the need for peer 

approval and the 

quest for adventure. 

Jane Addams
1906



Why do teens engage in high risk behavior?

Their emotional brains are surging in the need for excitement.

Their executive control areas are still under construction. 

Modern youth also have an elder deficit disorder. 





Addiction as Learning

Kids learn to be addicts 

and develop habits of 

pursuing pleasure.

Habitual learned activity 

and stimulation- seeking 

take control. 

Teen brains are primed 

for pleasure and pleasing 

friends, increasing risk.

Most end addiction by their 

30s—resilience at work. 

Maia Szalavitz



Both temperament and stress  

increase risk for addiction: 

Bold, impulsive youth—often 

boys—like to try new things.

Sad and anxious persons may 

self-medicate—typically girls.

Dysregulation from trauma can 

lead to coping with chemicals. 

ADHD, delinquency, and 

depression, also put youth at 

greater risk.

Maia Szalavitz

A Failure of Self-Regulation



Boredom
Lack of interest or 

motivation to participate 

in meaningful activity

Flow
Being immersed in 

productive activity that   

is intrinsically rewarding  



It was the best of times, 

it was the worst of times; 

it was the age of wisdom,

it was the age of foolishness.

Charles Dickens, 1859



Foolishness

The emotional brain of 

teens surges in seeking 

pleasure and peer 

relationships. 

Wisdom

The executive brain’s 

capacity for self-control 

and thinking ahead will 

mature years later.



JOY

In growing up, a child should 

know some joy in each day 

and look forward to some 

joyous event for the morrow.



Developing strengths

in all young persons

Photo from Chris Peterson, 2008



1. Safety—Children are 

protected from emotional, 

physical, and cultural threat.

2. Belonging—All members of 

the community are valued and 

develop positive relationships. 

3. Achievement—Every person 

possesses strengths and 

talents to be nurtured.

4. Power—Young people 

are given responsibility and 

grow in self-confidence. 

5. Purpose—Contributing to 

the well-being of others 

gives meaning to life. 

6. Adventure—The courage 

to overcome fear enables 

young people to thrive.

The Pathway to Resilience and Respect



Learning


