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In this short presentation I hope to stimulate discussion and leave behind some resources that
might aid you in your continuing discussions and practice relating to “Difficult Youth”. The
presentation will not necessarily follow this handout. I'have listed some of those questions that
have been posed to me in preparation of the day, and have left some resources in answer to those
questions.

Q. Development Theory....what tasks are youth trying to master. Why to some youth seem to sail
through the stages of development and others have more difficulty.

A. From a practical point of view, the most useful theory I have found in explaining and
understanding adolescence is that posited by Erik Erikson (See Erickson’s Model of Psycho-
social Development on next page). Erikson suggested that our lives evolved in stages and that
each stage was defined by a central developmental task that was essential to master. Like the
butterfly emerging from a chrysalis, Erikson suggested that the mastery of each stage occurred
through the process of overcoming a centra “crisis”. The term connotes struggle and hardship,
without which true mastery cannot be achieved.

Moving from parental Identity to Peer Identity is the critical phase here. The avoidance of
negative peer influences the major challenge.

Q. What is resiliency and how do youth become resilient?

A. Taken from the website of Resiliency Canada (also see the resiliency chart, also taken from
the website.)

“What is Resiliency?

Long term developmental studies have followed individuals raised in extremely high-risk
environments that included significant levels of poverty, alcoholism, drug abuse, physical
and sexual abuse, and mental illness.

Researchers found that at least 50 percent and usually closer to 70 percent of these
individuals grow up to be not only successful by societal standards, but “confident,
competent, and caring persons (Werner & Smith, 1992).

The reason some individuals succeed when faced with risks and adversity is resiliency the
capability of individuals and systems (families, groups and communities) to cope with
significant adversity or stress in ways that are not only effective, but tend to result in an



increased ability to constructively respond to future adversity.

Lifton (1994) identified resiliency as the human capacity of all individuals to transform
and change, no matter what their risks; it is an innate righting mechanism. It is important
to understand that resiliency is not a static state.

Rather, this capacity for resiliency develops and changes over time, is enhanced by
protective factors within the individual and their social environments, and contributes to
the maintenance or enhancement of health.

So, resiliency is the capacity to “spring back”. It would seem that the presence of both internal
and external resources gives a person the capacity to endure hardship and achieve success in the
face of hardship. I like to compare this concept to the idea of attachment. (Flip chart)

Q. What strategies can teachers use to engage a student who seems "uninterested" in learning?
How does one engage the disengaged?

A. This is a difficult question. When you consider that of the 31 resiliency factors only 7 of
them relate to schooling, it is easy to see that the job of supporting resiliency and engaging
difficult youth is almost an impossibility for the classroom teacher. I suggest the following
strategies:
- Take every opportunity you can to learn to “KNOW? the students you teach
- Embed learning in and relate it to the cultural context of the student (remembering
that the “cultural context” might also relate to the developmental stage of the
student, their socio-economic, racial, cultural heritage, and increasingly the
“happenings” in the neighbourhood in which the student lives).
- Develop a palpable interest in the lives of students.

I often teach an exercise I call “self in context mapping” (Flip Chart Exercise)
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