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S
o, it is that time of the month again

when I am ob li gated to write an other 

brief ed i to rial.  It is, after all, my re --

spon si bil ity.  But it is an ob li ga tion I enjoy;

a re spon si bil ity that al ways pleases me.  

Not all ob li ga tions and re spon si bil i ties

are neg a tive al though, for some rea son, it

seems to me that those two words have

taken on a slightly neg a tive hue in the last

num ber of years.  “It is your re spon si bil --

ity,” she says and it seems to sound like

some one has failed in their duty or has to

face some un pleas ant task.  “He is ob li --

gated to do it,” some one says sug gest ing 

that he ‘has to do it’ whether he likes

it or not.

The mean ing of words, eh? 

Ever chang ing, con stantly

contextualized, shift ing.  

In many programmes staff

want to ‘hold the kids re spon si --

ble’ for their ac tions

(some times even their

thoughts) as if the young peo --

ple could not act in a man ner 

which showed their re spon --

si bil ity with out being

com pelled – as an aside, and

by the way – many young peo --

ple who are doing things we do

not like and are driv ing us

crazy are, in fact, act ing very

re spon si ble – they just do not feel re spon --

si ble to (or for) the things (or peo ple) we

want them to be.  A young woman may

be act ing very re spon si bly to wards the

val ues of her peer group by re fus ing to ac --

cept your val ues.  It’s just that you don’t

like it so you call it ir re spon si ble.  And

they are meet ing their ob li ga tions to their

friends.  Pretty pos i tive at trib utes, eh?  But 

like I say, that’s an aside. 

But – there al ways has to be a ‘but’, eh?  

But I was think ing that you might be think --

ing ‘so what’ (Fran ces Ricks ‘fa vour ite

ques tion, by the way) – So what? Who

cares?  What is the point?

Fair enough.

Well, then, here is the point . . .

what do we re ally mean when

we ask kids to be re spon si ble or 

to live up to their ob li ga tions? 

Do we mean they have to do

some thing pain ful some thing

they will not like?  Or do we

mean that they need to look

at their world, de cide what

is im por tant to them, and

then de cide how they will

be re spon si ble to this world

they live in?

Tough ques tion – not for them.  

For us.  Be cause if the an swer is

that they need to de cide to what 
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or whom they will be re spon si ble or hold

an ob li ga tion, then we may be un com fort --

able with their choices.

And, sorry to say, truth be known,

don’t throw rocks at me – the re al ity is

that we al ways want them to be re spon si --

ble ac cord ing to our def i ni tion of the

world, and what is im por tant in it.

But then, isn’t that our ob li ga tion – to

help kids find their place in their world,

not ours?

And, fi nally be fore I leave this ‘re spon --

si bil ity’ could I sug gest that it might be a

help ful thing if, in our programmes, we

were to de cide that re spon si bil i ties and

ob li ga tions were pos i tive things, from

which we gain some plea sure. Hmm. 

Gosh I en joyed meet ing this re spon si --

bil ity.

Thom

CYC-Online March 2011  /  Issue 1452

For Better Or For Worse © 2011 Lynn Johnston Pro duc tions. Dist. By Uni ver sal Uclick. 

Re printed with per mis sion. All rights re served.



Setting the scene 

We have two Child and Youth Care

Work ers, one “se nior” worker and one

“ju nior” worker. These work ers are new

to one an other. With some spare time on

their hands, they de cide to talk eth ics.

Where will this con ver sa tion go?

Ju nior:  “Look, I earned my CYC cer tif i -

cate, di ploma, or de gree... what ever you

choose to call it. I’ve worked in the CYC

field for three years now and I’d like to

hear your opin ions on this line of work.

I’m all ears. What do you say?

Se nior: Sounds good, but let’s en sure we

nei ther pa tron ize each other, nor in dulge

in plat i tudes and gen er al i ties. While I have

many years of ex pe ri ence, I’m not your

su per vi sor. Ac tu ally, our time work ing to -

gether has been too short to even

es tab lish a mentoring re la tion ship. Let’s

just keep this open and hon est...we’ll see

where this goes. Where shall we begin?
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Ju nior: I wish to dis cuss eth ics, al though

my past ex pe ri ences in this re gard caused

me con sid er able frus tra tion and a gen er -

ous amount of ex is ten tial de spair.

Se nior: Well, let’s not dive into such mis -

er a ble ex am ples then. I say this be cause

you seem to be a sen si tive, re flec tive, and

ques tion ing in di vid ual. You work with

young peo ple who have con spic u ous dif fi -

cul ties, with col leagues who have strong

per son al i ties, and you deal with bu reau -

cratic sys tems that would prob a bly make

Kafka look like Rebecca of Sunnybrook

Farm. This “ex is ten tial de spair” comes

with the ter ri tory. As long as you can tol -

er ate — maybe even enjoy — this

rollercoaster uni verse, you’ll do fine.

Now, let’s study your frus tra tions. I

would n’t doubt you have sev eral from

which to choose. Let’s begin with one to

start.

Ju nior: OK, here’s one: I’m con fused and

frus trated about play ing the eth ics card in

my work. Pro fes sional stan dards and

codes were drilled into me dur ing train ing

and in-ser vice work shops, but I’m not too

clear as to how well I’ve in ter nal ized eth -

ics into my prac ti cal work. I do be lieve

that my head, heart, and soul face the

right di rec tion when I in ter act with the

kids. My con cern is whether eth ics can be

brought down from high above to have

more prac ti cal mean ing for me, par tic u -

larly since I do want to be come a more

ef fec tive CYC worker. I fre quently ask

my self, “Is there any thing more to eth ics

to make it more real, more prac ti cal, or

even more help ful in my daily work?”  I

see too many work ers brush off work -

shops on eth ics be cause they think it’s too 

sit u a tion spe cific and not rel e vant to their

daily work with kids. They agree it’s im -

por tant to know le gal i ties, pro fes sional

stan dards, and agency guide lines — but

what does this all mean in the day to

day?... so what! 

Se nior: I share your con cern to find a

more prac ti cal di men sion to eth ics. I re -

mem ber ask ing sim i lar ques tions in my

third year work ing in this field. In my first

two years of CYC work I was mostly pre -

oc cu pied with just sur viv ing and

es tab lish ing my own cred i bil ity with both

the kids and the team. Stan dard stuff, re -

ally. But as I be came more con fi dent,

knowl edge able, and less ego cen tric in my

work, I found my self more in clined to step 

back, look at the big ger pic ture, and ask

my self more fo cused ques tions. I was n’t

con cerned as much with ques tions about

“What should I do?” or “What does this all 

mean?” Ac tu ally, I thought more about

how I could syn the size my clin i cal skills,

pro fes sional knowl edge, and self-aware -

ness to help my self be come a “re ally

good” CYC worker. I sup pose I was ready 

to move for ward to a higher level of per -

for mance and a higher level of sat is fac tion

in my work (Sheahan, et. al.; 1987, Phelan, 

1990; Garfat, 2001). In this re gard, I also

ques tioned what role eth ics played in the

for ma tion of my pro fes sional iden tity.

So, let’s get into it, shall we? How do

you re ally see your sit u a tion?

Getting More Specific: Stating the

problem more fully

Ju nior: Well, when I in ter act with the kids,

I see my self car ry ing this clumsy met a phor i -
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cal bag full of items I use when I ob serve,

pro cess, and act. This bag con tains per sonal 

ar ti cles such as val ues, needs, at ti tudes, life

phi los o phies, and my own life nar ra tives. It

also con tains many as pects of my pro fes -

sional for ma tion: skills, the o ret i cal

knowl edge, a wide range of in for ma tion,

and a pro fes sional iden tity, which in cludes a 

basic un der stand ing of and ap pre ci a tion for

pro fes sional eth ics and stan dards. My major 

con cern, and I may be re peat ing my self, is

to fig ure out a way to dy nam i cally in te grate 

eth i cal prac tice and ef fec tive prac tice.

There must be an other ap proach be sides

stay ing alert to all the codes, stan dards, and 

val ues at play when I in ter act with young

peo ple and my team. I am aware that oth -

ers in the field share my con cern. Ricks &

Garfat make one par tic u lar point which

crys tal lizes the issue. They say, “To make an 

ef fec tive prac tice de ci sion re quires moral

rea son ing in the mo ment, every day, and in

each cir cum stance” (1998, p. 72).  That’s

ex actly what I want to work on! I want to

be able to make that eth i cal/moral rea son -

ing com po nent more prac ti cal and real in

my con tin u ous in ter ac tive work. Hope fully

by doing so, I will be come a more ef fec tive

worker.  

Context-Making: Setting up for

success

Se nior: I sense your clar ity on this issue. I

also see you as a kin dred spirit in your

view of CYC work as a dy namic pro cess

of con tin u ous in ter ac tion and re flec tion — 

or as you just said it, “ob serv ing, pro cess -

ing, and act ing.”  Con se quently, I can save

time by not spend ing too much of it ex -

pos ing you to Polsky and Claster (1968),

Fewster (1990), and Krueger (1994). The

main point I’ve taken from these in di vid u -

als is that at any mo ment in your CYC

work, you act in pro cess. For ex am ple,

Polsky and Claster (1968) adopted an

interactional con cep tual model, which

they used to ob serve CYC work ers and to 

iden tify their par tic u lar role func tions.

Their ob ser va tions and anal y sis in flu enced

me to view the CYC worker as a jug gler

who, at any mo ment, han dles four balls — 

more spe cif i cally, the four role func tions of 

mon i tor, nur turer, teacher/coun selor, and

in te gra tor. The beauty of this model is

that, if you un der stand how these balls

(roles) are con tin u ously in play, then  you

can ex er cise a high de gree of con trol and

pre ci sion to de cide  which spe cific role

func tion to per form in that spe cific mo -

ment. As the mo ment changes, so too do

needs change. Thus, the CYC worker

must “jug gle” how he/she per forms dif fer -

ent role func tions. It’s all a dy namic

pro cess where the CYC con tin u ously and

cre atively re sponds and acts in any

interactional mo ment.

To look at this pro cess dif fer ently,

Fewster (1990) fo cused on self-aware --

ness, self-ex am i na tion, and the use of the

self in the con text of con tin u ous ac tion.

Mean while, Krueger (1994) used dance

and rhythm as a met a phor, which en cour --

aged a CYC worker to in ter act more

sen si tively, cre atively, and dy nam i cally in a

par tic u lar in stance. I should also men tion

Schoen’s work (1982) on “re flec tion in ac --

tion,” since this term is used more and

more to de scribe this orientation to

dynamic CYC work. 

Since I’ve al ready es tab lished this par --

tic u lar con text, it’s time to blend eth ics

into con tin u ous practice.
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Ju nior: Yes, thank-you. I wish to re visit

eth ics.

More Context- Making: Laying a

philosophical foundation.

Se nior: Al right, let’s get back on track.

You said you wanted to make eth ics more

real and prac ti cal in your interactional

work, and that you wanted to be come

more ef fec tive as well —cor rect?

Ju nior: Yes.

Se nior: OK, I can give you some thing to

try. It might help you make eth ics more real 

for you. If you don’t like it, dis card it — al -

though I hope you will give it a de cent try.

Ju nior: I’ll try it as long as it’s clear and

user friendly.

Se nior: Sounds rea son able.  Now be fore I 

pres ent you with this par tic u lar in stru -

ment, I want to re view some philo soph i cal 

con cepts. My pur pose is to cre ate the best 

pos si ble con text that can help you to use

this in stru ment suc cess fully. I be lieve that

if you un der stand the phi los o phy be hind

this tool, then you may be more in clined

to use it.

Ju nior: That’s fine with me.  My work has

taught me that con text is ev ery thing.

Se nior: Well, I don’t know if I’m glad to

hear that, but let’s focus on this tool’s

philo soph i cal foun da tion. While I don’t

know to what de gree you were ex posed

to clas si cal eth i cal the ory in your pro fes -

sional for ma tion, I will pre sume that in

what ever eth ics course or work shop you

com pleted you were ex posed to a sit u a -

tional ap proach to eth i cal de ci sion-

mak ing.

Ju nior: Yes, eth i cal de ci sion-mak ing made

up the bulk of my eth i cal in struc tion. My

in struc tors pre sented me with a wide as -

sort ment of eth i cal di lem mas and I was

taught how to apply an eth i cal de ci -

sion-mak ing model (Lowenberg & Dolgoff, 

1992) to for mu late eth i cally grounded de -

ci sions to these sit u a tions.  In ad di tion, I

learned about sev eral eth i cal phi los o phies: 

the consequentialist/util i tar ian ap proach of 

Jeremy Bentham (1988) and John Stu art

Mill (1991), and, of course, Kant (1964)

and his deontological rule based ap proach. 

I re mem ber being taught how to play with 

these the o ries, as well as with my own

val ues and the CYC pro fes sional codes, to 

brain storm de ci sions to var i ous eth i cal di -

lem mas; while I found this ma te rial both

use ful for eth i cal anal y sis and in tel lec tu ally

stim u lat ing,  I kept ask ing my self how I

could in te grate and apply it all to any

interactional mo ment with a child. Pro fes -

sional codes of eth ics have helped me to

rec og nize and to value par tic u lar stan -

dards of care and pro fes sional work. I

hope I have suc cess fully in cor po rated

these stan dards into my prac tice, but to

what de gree? I re ally don’t know.

Se nior: So, in ad di tion to be com ing fa mil -

iar with a sit u a tional ori en ta tion to eth i cal

the ory, you also in cor po rated pro fes sional 

eth i cal stan dards into your sense of pro -

fes sional iden tity. 

Ju nior: Yes, and I rec og nize this more and 

more as I work with the kids and the
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team. I guess, as you pointed out ear lier,

that I am ad vanc ing in my own pro fes -

sional de vel op ment as a CYC worker. I

see my self be com ing less ego cen tric and

more fo cused on who I am and who I

want to be pro fes sion ally.  I am also be -

com ing more aware of how I make

par tic u lar de ci sions “in the mo ment” as I

re spond to what ever needs or is sues I

per ceive. It’s al most as if I am ob serv ing

my self from an out-of-body per spec tive as 

I in ter act with the kids and the team.

Se nior:  Aha! Some CYC de vel op men tal

tran si tion ap pears to be hap pen ing here.

Let me ask you some thing:  In your eth i cal 

ed u ca tion, did you learn any thing about

Vir tue Eth ics as an other philo soph i cal

model?

Ju nior: Not re ally. It may have been men -

tioned, but with out much em pha sis or

de tail.

Se nior: Well, in order to com plete this

con text mak ing Ineed to in oc u late you

with a brief shot of vir tue eth ics. This is

par tic u larly im por tant, be cause a Vir tue

Eth ics model may make eth ics more real

for you.

Ju nior: O.K. In ject me then, but the

briefer the better.

Se nior: Vir tue Eth ics has a long his tory,

which stems from Ar is totle (1976) and, of

course, re li gion. Its basic prem ise ar gues

that in striv ing for human ex cel lence peo -

ple guide their ac tions and de ci sions

ac cord ing to in ter nally em braced qual i ties

of char ac ter.  The list of these de sired

qual i ties is long, but in gen eral they en -

com pass basic traits of pru dence, in teg rity, 

cour age, re spect ful ness, and be nev o lence. 

I would add that this model has more con -

tem po rary and rel e vant ap pli ca tions to the 

CYC field. Schools are now in tro duc ing

more char ac ter ed u ca tion into their cur -

ric u lum, and we can’t talk about this

model with out ac knowl edg ing Vorrath

and Brendtro’s (1974) and Brendtro’s et.

al. (1990) work de vel op ing val ues-based

“pos i tive peer” cul tures, with all its vari a -

tions, over these re cent de cades.

Ju nior: Good point. I see rel e vance here

for the field and for my self, but where

does the prac ti cal ap pli ca tion come in? 

Se nior: If you em ployed the Vir tue Eth ics

model in your work with young peo ple

and your team, you would not be con -

cerned about find ing a uni ver sal

“prin ci ple/rule” to apply, nor an “out -

come” to eval u ate (Punzo, 1996). When

you deal with eth i cal di lem mas, you would 

prob a bly still re flect on all your rel e vant

eth i cal and pro fes sional cur ric u lum; but

when in the con tin u ous liv ing and breath -

ing of CYC work, you could in cor po rate

within your self a no tion of what a “vir tu -

ous CYC worker” is — then as pire to act

on this idea ALL the time in your on go ing

in ter ac tions of your work.  Please re al ize

that, ac cord ing to Ar is totle (1976), val ued

qual i ties of char ac ter mean lit tle if they are 

not in cor po rated into your iden tity

through ha bit ual prac tice.  Re mem ber,

we’re tak ing a prac tice and pro cess ori en -

ta tion here in order for you to be come a

more ef fec tive and com plete worker. Fi -

nally, if this model is to have prac ti cal
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value, it re quires more clar ity in its con -

cep tu al iza tion. To just say “I as pire to

be come a vir tu ous CYC worker” is not

enough.  You need to spell it out for com -

pre hen sion, ap pre ci a tion, and uti li za tion.

Ju nior: OK, let’s have it!

The Virtuous CYC Worker: See if it

has meaning for you

Se nior: Re view ing var i ous lists of vir tu ous 

qual i ties, I came up with five char ac ter is -

tics I be lieve apply to major as pects of

CYC prac tice. They are: self-aware ness,

com pas sion/care, pru dence, in teg rity, and

cour age. 

Ju nior: Your pro ject fi nally looks like it’s

tak ing some shape, but how do you de fine

these qual i ties to make them clear and real?

Se nior: Yes, but hold on! It’s not that I’m

try ing to tease you or any thing, but you’re 

going too fast! Re mem ber our mu tual ap -

pre ci a tion for the value of con text, if you

want to de sign for suc cess. You are ab so -

lutely right in rec og niz ing the need to

make these vir tues more real and ul ti -

mately ripe for prac tice. Be fore we go

into more de tail, I need to know that you

un der stand these vir tues in a con text

where they are com bined with moral

agency and clin i cal prac tice. I be lieve that
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Table 1

FIVE QUALITIES OF A VIRTUOUS CHILD & YOUTH CARE WORKER

1.  self-aware ness
The Vir tu ous CYC Worker uses self-aware ness to ac tively ob serve and eval u ate him self/her -
self. He/She can clearly iden tify the bi ases/as sump tions/val ues that in flu ence their work.

2.  com pas sion/care
The Vir tu ous CYC Worker pos sesses a high re gard for the wel fare of oth ers and the sen si tiv -
ity to ad dress the suf fer ing of oth ers. He/She takes ac tion to re duce pain and to
con sci en tiously pro mote well-being and growth.

3.  pru dence
The Vir tu ous CYC Worker makes de ci sions of sub stance, which in volve sen si tiv ity, knowl edge, 
un der stand ing, and sound judg ment.

4.  in teg rity
The Vir tu ous CYC Worker val ues the im por tance of hon esty, trust, and fair ness in how he/she 
es tab lishes re la tion ships in his/her work with peo ple.

5.  cour age
The Vir tu ous CYC Worker makes de ci sions ac cord ing to what he/she thinks is “right” be cause 
he/she judges it to be the “right” thing to do — not be cause he/she feels ob li gated to do so.
De ci sions are made out of be lief and con fi dence — not fear of con se quences.



you will be come a more ef fec tive worker

as a re sult, should you em brace this idea.

In other words, to be suc cess ful you must

in cor po rate these vir tues into your CYC

iden tity. Only then will you em body this

dy namic re la tion ship be tween eth i cal

prac tice and clin i cal prac tice. This means

that, by as pir ing to be a vir tu ous CYC

worker, you will re gard your con tin u ous

clin i cal de ci sions and ac tions as eth i cally

“right” ac tions (Ricks & Garfat, 1998) or as 

a func tion of an “in formed eth i cal con -

science” (Jor dan and Maera, 1990).  In a

way, we are going back to your ini tial con -

cern about mak ing eth ics more real,

prac ti cal, and ef fec tive in CYC prac tice.

Do you see this?

Ju nior: Oh, I sense you play ing with my

head here, but I do no tice you have re -

turned to my orig i nal con cern. Then, if

what you’re say ing is true, I should ex pect

this vir tues model to help in te grate my

moral agency with my clin i cal prac tice?

Se nior: Yes, in deed. Now we are ready

to de fine these CYC vir tues, then I can

pres ent you with an in stru ment, which

will help you gen er ate your own ex am ples 

of each vir tue. Here they are:

• self- aware ness:  Elsdon (1998) and

Ricks (1989) make good points about

how im por tant self-aware ness is in

clin i cal prac tice and eth i cal for ma tion.

I’m sure that this is not a new idea for

you. With out suf fi cient knowl edge of

your self or a strong com mit ment to

ac tively uti lize your self-aware ness in

your prac tice, the other four vir tues

can eas ily be come “con tam i nated” into 

bad prac tice, and, perhaps, bad ethics.

• compassion/care: The air that CYC

workers breathe. This virtue relates to

the general practice of beneficence,

including sensitivity to the difficulties

and pain of others. I’m sure your

everyday actions bear in mind safety,

security, belonging, support,

understanding, achievement, and

general well-being. If you’re more

interested, read Austin and Halpin

(1989) for a short, elegant articulation

of compassion and care.

• pru dence: This vir tue en tails putt ing ev -

ery thing to gether into the ex er cise of

sound, in sight ful, judg ment. Where

cour age re lates to per sonal po tency,

pru dence re lates to mak ing de ci sions of

sub stance which are rooted in sen si tiv -

ity, knowl edge, and un der stand ing.

• integrity: In addition to emphasizing the 

importance of honesty, trust, and

fairness, this virtue also involves a

commitment to principles of justice,

equality, and fidelity. This of course can 

play in both social arenas of children

and staff, which at times can lead to

ethical conflicts I’m sure you’ve had to

deal with in your work.

• courage: We’re not talking about being

brave and taking risks here. Courage,

in this regard, involves the courage to

act upon your beliefs. You take “right”

actions because you consider them to

be “right” according to your

accumulated knowledge about the

professional field, your knowledge of

the young person and his/her related

eco-systems, and your knowledge of

yourself — including your belief

systems. The important point here is

that you make decisions from a

9CYC-Online March 2011  /  Issue 145



position of personal and professional

potency and confidence. You know

what you are doing, and you can

defend your actions with not only

intellectual substance (prudence), but

also with confidence. 

So there you have it. Take your time to

con sider our dis cus sion to see if this ma te --

rial means any thing to you. If you do

be lieve that this con cep tu al iza tion has prac --

ti cal value, you could also  con sider how to

in te grate this frame work into a ther a peu tic

mi lieu. This model could serve as a vo cab u --

lary to guide both ex pec ta tions and

in ter ven tions for both kids and the team.

After all, Vorrath and Brendtro (1974) used 

sim i lar frame works when they de signed

their own ther a peu tic mi lieus. 

  

Instructions for Implementation: 

Try it and see if you like it

Ju nior:  Fi nally! Now I have to di gest this

model.

Se nior: Yes, take a look at the “Five Qual -

i ties of a Vir tu ous Child and Youth Care

Worker” (Table 1). The pur pose of this in -

stru ment is to help you gen er ate ex am ples 

from your work ac cord ing to these vir tue

def i ni tions. In this way you can see for

your self whether or not you are ac tu ally

act ing in a man ner that re flects these vir -

tues. If you find your self not only act ing on 

these vir tues, but also re flect ing on them

as you per form your interactional work, it

would be in ter est ing to see if you no tice a

pos i tive change in the way you in ter act

with the kids and your team. In which

case, it would be use ful to re ceive feed -

back from col leagues who have taken

no tice.  Who knows?  If this model just

serves to heighten your aware ness and

causes you to re flect in a more sat is fy ing

way about your work, that’s good too.

Conclusion: Where can we go from

here?

Ju nior: Thanks a lot! I’ve got some thing

new to try out in my CYC work. This in -

stru ment def i nitely ap pears to be prac ti cal 

and user friendly. I should also say that this 

vir tues ori en ta tion isn’t re ally new to me,

al though you have “re pack aged” it in a

way that ap pears to have po ten tial prac ti -

cal value. I guess it’s now up to me to see

if this model has value in my work.

Now I have one more ques tion for

you: I’m re ally into em pow er ment as a

dom i nant ori en ta tion in my work with

young peo ple.  How would my em pha sis

on em pow er ment fit into this con cep tual

frame work?

Se nior: Oyy! Do you have the time? Do I

have the en ergy?

Let me be brief, if that’s pos si ble. Em --

pow er ment or self-de ter mi na tion would

be an ex am ple of a strongly held be lief

sys tem or treat ment phi los o phy, which I

pre sume guides your de ci sion- mak ing and 

ac tions. If so, then an em pow er ment ori --

en ta tion would per me ate through this

en tire frame work. For ex am ple, a strong

be lief in em pow er ment could lead you to

act with cour age  in a po tent way by pro --

vid ing nec es sary in for ma tion,

en cour age ment, and eco sys tems ad vo cacy 

to a young per son who wants to do some --

thing new and with po ten tial risk. Your

de ci sions and ac tions in this re gard may in --

crease this per son’s ex po sure to fail ure, as 
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well as suc cess. But, if you are com mit ted

to the vir tue of com pas sion/ care in pro --

mot ing well-being and growth, then you

will act in con sci en tious and cre ative ways

to de sign for suc cess as well as pre pare

for pos si ble fail ure. Your ac tions may go

be yond emo tional sup port and in clude rel --

e vant skill train ing and prac tice. Your

be lief in em pow er ment would also lead

you to em pha size in teg rity in your in ter ac --

tions by es tab lish ing trust, open ness, and

hon esty. In this re gard, the dy nam ics of

your re la tion ships with young peo ple will

have a strong bear ing on how well they ef --

fec tively ad vo cate for them selves.

Pru dence would enter the pic ture when

you ex plore — per haps even ne go ti ate — 

op tions, strat e gies, and risks with the

young per son... and then there’s the ap pli --

ca tion of sound judg ment when

per form ing the nec es sary ground work

with the team and other rel e vant eco sys --

tems.  Fi nally, your own per sonal

sen si bil i ties to wards risk and self-de ter mi --

na tion play an in flu en tial role here.

With out suf fi cient self-aware ness, you

may in ad ver tently push the young per son

too far, too fast — or per haps the re verse, 

and hold back this in di vid ual. 

I could go on with this, but I won’t! Your 

ques tion about em pow er ment is a good

one be cause it pro vokes us to re al ize how

eas ily our be liefs and ori en ta tions in flu ence

so many CYC in ter ac tions. I can also think

of other philo soph i cal ori en ta tions — like

nor mal iza tion and in te gra tion/in clu sion —

that would give us some more fun in this

re gard, but let’s not push it. 

Ju nior: Yes, let’s give this a rest for a

while! Let me first find out if this model of

a vir tu ous CYC worker has any real prac -

ti cal value for me in my work. If it does,

then this model may, in fact, play an in ter -

est ing role in fur ther ing my iden tity as a

CYC worker. Who knows, right?  
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S
hared re spon si --

bil ity is often

talked of as a

method of run ning a

school or in sti tu tion;

and since its very

name has a pos i tive

ring, it has been iden --

ti fied with many kinds

of set-up, from the

prefectorial sys tem of

the Eng lish Pub lic

School to the ex per i --

ments in school

de moc racy of W.

George, Homer Lane

and David Wills. So it

is most nec es sary to

show what I mean by

this term. 

I look on a School

or Chil dren’s Home

com mu nity as some thing which does not

exist in its own right, but is cre ated as a

pow er ful me dium through which to ed u --

cate chil dren for life and stim u late their

per son al ity growth, and to take them

away some times from undue stress. In ad --

di tion, ex cept in

day-schools, it has 

to pro vide cer tain 

ex pe ri ences or

op por tu ni ties

which the fam ily

would pro vide for 

chil dren who live

at home all the

time. The basic

one is the ex pe ri --

ence of be long ing

and iden ti fi ca tion;

one may call this

as basic even as

the ex pe ri ence of

love, be cause it is

the sense of be --

long ing that

car ries the child

through the many 

pe ri ods when his

par ents are not show ing him their love.

There are many things that con trib ute to

this sense of be long ing, and the Chil dren’s

Com mu nity should in cor po rate as many

as pos si ble of them into its way of life, or

find substitutes for them. 
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One of these con tri bu tions in the fam --

ily is the give and take of its mem bers in

which the pos i tive ef fort of each one,

even things so slight as the baby’s smile or 

the small boy’s try ing to help with the car --

pen try, are ac cep ted as a con tri bu tion to

the fam ily’s hap pi ness, and one learns to

share the bur den in bad times. The more

par ents value early at tempts at shar ing and 

help ing, the more surely the foun da tions

are laid for good at ti tudes later, es pe cially

to work and help ing; form ing in di vid u als

who cre atively par tic i pate in their work

instead of just carrying out orders. 

How can we carry this at ti tude into the 

life of a Chil dren’s Com mu nity, (for the

sake of the chil dren first, and also the

com mu nity), and es cape from the idea

that work of any kind is a chore in stead of

a con tri bu tion? Per haps it would be true

to say that with chil dren of in fant and ju --

nior school age, it is most nat u ral for them 

to offer their phys i cal ef forts for the com --

mon good. Older chil dren, par tic u larly

those who have had neg a tive ex pe ri ences, 

are less likely to vol un teer these freely;

but they will usu ally offer their opin ions on 

their surroundings and way of life. 

This is the cru cial point where shared

re spon si bil ity can begin. In many places,

open ex pres sion of such opin ions is not

en cour aged. In other places they can be

ex pressed, but be cause they are never al --

lowed to have any ef fect, they soon

be come su per fi cial and neg a tive. But if

opin ions are not only al lowed but asked

for, even in se ri ous mat ters (such as when

a boy mis be haves out side the set ting), the

im por tance of find ing the right so lu tion

will bring good sense and with it the feel --

ing of com mit ment to the place. One

ef fect of the chil dren’s help is to re duce

the in di vid ual’s par a lys ing sense of guilt. It

is not nec es sary to this that all de ci sions

must be put to dem o cratic vote; the vital

in gre di ents are a fair hear ing of views and

an hon est dis cus sion of them by ev ery one

until there is some agree ment on what is

right to do. (One does not ex pect a fam ily

to make its plans on ma jor ity votes ei ther,

but still everyone’s views and likings have

to be considered). 

With this back ground it is only a very

short step to a more ac tive par tic i pa tion in 

com mu nity re spon si bil i ties. Where the

pre fect sys tem in its sim ple form falls

short is that it as sumes there is a wide di --

ver gence be tween what the adults want

and what the chil dren want; and it then

brings the old est chil dren over to the

adult side with of fers of power and priv i --

lege. But if a com mu nity de fines its aims

clearly enough, this di ver gence should dis --

ap pear, and an un der stand ing of the

com mon good emerge in stead. This com --

mon good would be some thing to which

ev ery one would con trib ute ac cord ing to

his own abil ity. For in stance if a group of

chil dren were in a shop to gether and one

of them took some thing with out pay ing

and showed the oth ers they would tell

him to put it back be cause the act con --

cerned them all, as a group with cer tain

re spon si bil i ties. The re spon si bil i ties of

daily life, from get ting one an other up in

the morn ing to shut ting up the house at

night, would be as much the child’s con --

cern as the adult’s; they would not be

del e gated from one to the other, but a

cho sen adult and la cho sen boy each day

could do these tasks jointly, as sug gested

in the next sec tion. Each of them would
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carry the re spon si bil ity to gether. And this

could be a give-and-take re la tion ship like

the shar ing of re spon si bil ity in a fam ily.

The adult would let the boy or girl take on 

what he could ac com plish, al ways seek ing

to keep an el e ment of chal lenge, but

never let ting the anx i eties’ and de mands

grow too great to be borne. Chil dren who 

can not un der take this main task can still

be given lim ited areas of re spon si bil ity;

some of these are in di cated in the chap --

ters that fol low. And if this at ti tude is

ex tended through the place, so that the

chil dren ar range to gether such things as

their clean ing du ties, they may see even

these as a re spon si bil ity shared with the

adults who come in to clean. An at mo --

sphere will be cre ated in which older

chil dren will freely help youn ger ones not

only with their tasks, but with the

problems of growing older, mastering

their moods of anger or gloom, and

learning to identify with the adult world. 

If shared re spon si bil ity is a flex i ble

child-cen tred ap proach and not an al most

con sti tu tional sys tem, it will be pos si ble

for the adults to allow a great deal of re --

spon si bil ity and free dom when the

chil dren can use it, and make their own in --

flu ence and pres ence more felt be fore it

be comes a bur den, or the chil dren in volve 

them selves in a kind of ‘power pol i tics’

which goes com pletely against the aims of

this ap proach. It also al lows those who are 

build ing up a new place to trans fer their

role grad u ally to the chil dren as their con --

fi dence and ca pac i ties grow, until the point 

is reached where any new comer can re --

cog nise and ac cept that there is a shared

con cern for the whole com mu nity. This

re mains an aim which will at times be

nearly at tained, while at other times the

adults have to in ter vene di rectly at many

points, and take a very ob vi ous lead ing

role. When this hap pens it should not be

taken as a sign that “shared re spon si bil ity” 

does not work; it is sim ply a phase in the

chang ing life of the com mu nity. The

amount of chal lenge and free dom must al --

ways be re lated to the chil dren’s

ca pac i ties. There must be free dom to

make mis takes, even in se ri ous re spon si --

bil i ties, but not to the point where the

community becomes insecure and

panicky. 

This feature from Lennhoff, F.G. and Lampen,

J.C. (1968). Learning to Live: A Sketch-book

for the Residential Worker with Children.

Shrewsbury: Shotton Hall Publications.
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“Each of our youth has a spe cial ac tiv ity in -

ter est and a hobby,” the agency di rec tor

com ments as she leads you into the day

room of the group res i den tial home. As

you walk in you are stunned.

You’ve never seen such an en -

gag ing scene, Sev eral small

groups of youth are seated

around ta bles, each one

with a worker nearby. One

group is play ing chess, an -

other group is work ing on

a quilt, while still an other is care fully

se lect ing and glu ing tiles onto a mo saic

grid. You over hear snatches of con ver sa -

tion, and some how even the oc ca sional

“swear word” seems ap pro pri ate for the 

ac tiv i ties at hand. “S—, man, that was

some move you just made!” Look ing up

for a min ute, your eye trav els out the

win dow and you see a flash of col our

headed for the hoop of a bas ket ball

court. Then you hear a whis tle: “Coach -

ing in struc tion for our in tra mu ral team,” 

ex plains the di rec tor. You then re al ize some -

thing smells good. “Kitchen de tail,” she says, 

“They’re in ter ested in cook ing and are pre -

par ing to night’s snacks.”

Con trast the above snap shot — 

an all too rare oc cur rence in the

world of group care — with the

de scrip tion that fol lows.

“Each of our youth par tic i --

pates in a weekly self-es teem

dis cus sion group that all youth

must par tic i pate in,” the agency

di rec tor boasts. When you ar rive in 

the day room, how ever, you are

stunned. The wall is dirty and full of 

holes. Old mag a zines are strewn

around the floor, There is a flea

bag of a pool table stuck over in a

cor ner. Look ing through a dusty

win dow you no tice the grounds

with patchy grass, mounds of dirt,

and a rusty old bas ket ball hoop

with out a net. No body is at

“self-es teem” group — or out side
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— now. On couches, grimy with years of use, 

loll the youth ful res i dents, look ing scruffy

and de sul torily glanc ing at the tele vi sion set,

In side the staff sta tion, the work ers are

smok ing and writ ing up their notes. Right

now ev ery thing is “fine”; the kids are not

“act ing up” or fight ing — al though the staff

later will tell you this is their main prob lem

with them.

Many peo ple would see noth ing wrong

with this lat ter sce nario. But there is, most 

em phat i cally so. Why are not the chil dren

and youth doing some thing? Some thing en --

gag ing, chal leng ing, pro duc tive? Be cause

many of the chil dren and youth in the

human ser vice sys tem seem to have prob --

lems around re la tion ships, emo tions, and

in ter per sonal skills, the focal point of child

and youth work prac tice and pro fes sional

ed u ca tion has con com i tantly en cour aged

prac ti tio ners to han dle these areas. The

in tent of human ser vices to pro mote pos i --

tive self-de vel op ment of cli ents is

con tin u ally stressed. Yet de spite this em --

pha sis, there are still scenes like the above 

— and chil dren and youth whose be hav --

iour con tin ues to be unfocused and

non-pro duc tive. This hardly con trib utes to 

de vel op ment of self. In bi og ra phies and

sim i lar other ac counts, peo ple have de --

scribed how their in ter est in and

com pe tence in an ac tiv ity such as art or

sports has con trib uted to their iden tity

and their sense of hav ing a mean ing ful

place in the world. Suc cess ful adults who

have writ ten about their ex pe ri ences “in

care” sim i larly de scribe the sig nif i cance of

ac tiv i ties in en abling them to de velop a

strong sense of self, meaningful re la tion-

ships, and adult success (e.g. Brown, 1983; 

Seita, Mitchell, & Tobin, 1996).

Yet, many oc cur rences in prac tice di --

rectly de prive chil dren and youth of the

op por tu nity to be ex posed to and par tic i --

pate in these ac tiv i ties: the use of point

and level sys tems and the cur rent “self-es --

teem” movement.

Point and level sys tems are now en --

demic in many pro grams serv ing chil dren

and youth. Chil dren and youth must “be --

have” prop erly in order to “earn” the

“priv i lege” of par tic i pat ing in ac tiv i ties and, 

in some set tings, even re la tion ships, by

“hav ing enough points” to spend time

with an adult. These lit er ally de prive chil --

dren of the major ther a peu tic and

de vel op men tal in gre di ent needed to de --

velop of a strong sense of self, with

in ter nal self-reg u la tion, and the skills

needed for adult men tal health and

success (VanderVen, 1995).

The “self-es teem” move ment, while al --

ready rec og nized as mis guided (Curry &

John son, 1990) has made pro vi sion of

mean ing less praise, rather than en cour --

age ment of real ac com plish ment, a

com mon prac tice. Prac ti tio ners are re luc --

tant to pro vide the ac tiv i ties (that is, if

they have “earned” them) that will lead

chil dren to a higher stan dard of per for --

mance or skill be cause this “will lower

their self-es teem.” Chil dren can spend

hours in stu pe fy ing, pu ni tive bore dom yet

be sent to an hour-a-week “self-es teem”

group, com plete with smiley stick ers, in

the ex pec ta tion that this will in crease their 

“self-es teem.” If we can even ac cept the

de vel op men tal util ity of the con cept of

“self-es teem,” both the prac tices of point

and level sys tems and self-es teem groups

can be seen as more likely to lower, rather 

than in crease, it; the only true pos i tive
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evaluation of the self comes through real

accomplishment.

Fur ther more, these prac tices fly in the

face of con tem po rary ad vances in iden ti fy --

ing the core pur pose and pro cesses of

de vel op men tal and ther a peu tic child and

youth care work as pri mar ily re la tional

and interactional as em bod ied in the work 

of Gerry Fewster (1990), Thom Garfat

(1998), Mark Krueger (1998), and Henry

Maier (1990). A re lated, al though philo --

soph i cally some what dif fer ent, stream is

the her me neu tic ap proach to youth work

as de scribed sem i nally by Nakkula and

Ravitch (1997). For pur poses of this paper, 

the ap proach to child and youth prac tice

as col lec tively em bod ied by these works

will be re ferred to as “re la tional child and

youth work.” Ac tiv ity is cer tainly em --

braced by this body of work, as one of the 

pos si ble con texts for the in ter ac tion and

the evolv ing re la tion ship. Ex am ples in the

writ ings often men tion an ac tiv ity that sit --

u ated the re la tion ship, for ex am ple, the

rhythmicity of a game of bas ket ball youth

and work ers are play ing. The pos si bil ity

ex ists that ar tic u lat ing more spe cif i cally

how ac tiv i ties can de fine, me di ate, and en --

hance re la tion ships and in ter ac tions will

extend the power of this breakthrough in

conceptualizing the distinct nature 0f child 

and youth work.

Thus the major prem ise of this ar ti cle is 

that de vel op ment and re con fig u ra tion of

the self of chil dren and youth as fo cused

upon in the new re la tional model of child

and youth care work would be fur ther en --

riched by the for mal in clu sion of the

con cept of “ac tiv ity” into the approach.

In order to pro pose such a the ory of

self de vel op ment through ac tiv ity, it is im --

por tant to bear in mind con tem po rary

trends in the ory con struc tion so that such

a the ory will have co her ence and util ity.

One major trend is an a log i cal schol ar ship

(Gergen, 1990), in which a par a digm from

an other field is jux ta posed against the sub --

ject field. Non-lin ear dy namic sys tems

the ory, some times re ferred to as “chaos”

or “com plex ity” the ory, orig i nat ing in the

phys i cal sci ences, has been ap plied in re --

cent years to a wide range of so cial

phe nom ena, on the prem ise that such an

ap proach can best ex press their sys temic

char ac ter is tics and en able greater and

more re al is tic in sight into pro duc tive ways 

of work ing with them (e,g. VanderVen,

1997; VanderVen & Torre, n.d.). In this ar --

ti cle, non-lin ear dy namic sys tems the ory

will be ap plied to con struct a be gin ning

out line of a the ory of self de vel op ment

that in cludes ac tiv ity as one of the major

com po nents of self de vel op ment. Included 

in the paper will be a description of

source theories for the theory outline:

• A de scrip tion of the major ten ets of re -

la tional child and youth work

• “Ac tiv ity the ory” and its ap pli ca tion

“ac tiv ity pro gram ming”

• Non-lin ear dy namic sys tems the ory

and spe cific con cepts that can be re -

lated to de vel op ment of self through

ac tiv ity

• The sig nif i cance of self in per son al ity

de vel op ment of chil dren and youth,

how self is de vel oped, and the self as a

com plex adap tive sys tem

• An out line for a pro posed non-lin ear

dy namic sys tems the ory of self in ac tiv -

ity as me di ated through re la tional child

and youth work, in clud ing core prin ci -

ples
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• Im pli ca tions of the the ory for child and

youth work, most par tic u larly ac tiv ity

pro gram ming and re la tion ship-cen tred

prac tice

SOURCE THEORIES FOR A THEORY 

OF SELF DEVELOPMENT IN

ACTIVITY

Re la tional Child Care

The break through work on “re la tional

child care” as al ready de scribed will serve

as the core for in te grat ing self de vel op --

ment, ac tiv ity the ory, and com plex

adap tive sys tems the ory into an in te grated 

the ory of self development.

Al though sum ma riz ing can hardly re --

flect the tex ture and in tri cacy of these

sem i nal the o ries, by view ing them across

au thors, com mon threads can be

identified:

• The re la tion ship be tween the

child/youth and the worker is the cen -

tral me di a tor in that youth’s

de vel op ment and is forged in mu tu al ity, 

rhythmicity, and caregiving in ter ac tions

• The pro cess and synchronicity of in ter -

ac tion, fo cus sing more on pro cess than

on pre scrip tive tech nique, with con tent 

of sit u a tions being co-de ter mined

rather than uni lat er ally ap plied from an

au thor ity po si tion, is the way in which

pos i tive de vel op ment is en cour aged

through the re la tion ship that evolves

• Much more so than in other human

ser vice pro fes sions, the per sonal self -

hood and style of the prac ti tio ner is

ad mis si ble into the re la tion ship, in fact

forms its meaningfulness

• The in ter ac tion oc curs “in the mo -

ment” and is mul ti ply de ter mined by

per sonal at trib utes of the par tic i pants

and the con text (e.g., a caregiving sit u -

a tion, an ac tiv ity, even a cri sis)

• A re con fig ured and/ or stron ger sense

of self emerges as the mul ti plied as -

pects of the re la tion ship are

in ter nal ized by the youth and af fect his

or her on go ing trans ac tions with the

environment.

With ac tiv ity in te grated into this ap --

proach, it is pro posed that its abil ity to

pro mote pos i tive de vel op ment will be

even fur ther enhanced.

ACTIVITY AND ACTIVITY THEORY

Ac tiv ity The ory

Ac tiv ity the ory, as men tioned, is sel --

dom if ever re ferred to in the “child and

youth care” lit er a ture, being found, gen er --

ally, in lit er a ture on cul tural psy chol ogy.

This the ory is rel e vant to, and sup port ive

of, the role of ac tiv ity in child and youth

de vel op ment. Pi o neered by the Rus sian

psy chol o gist Leont’ev and draw ing heavily

on the think ing of Vygotsky, ac tiv ity the ory 

is now rep re sented by such schol ars as

Lave and Wenger (1991) and Cole (1996).

In gen eral “ac tiv ity the ory” is con cerned

with how in for mal learn ing — par tic u larly

skill de vel op ment — takes place in the

con text of so cial in ter ac tion with oth ers

rather than in pas sive re cep tion of in for --

ma tion. It also stresses how the role of the 

adult is to en cour age new learn ing by pro --

vid ing sup port to the point that the child

finally has mastered the skill and can use it

autonomously,

Ap pren tice ship, for ex am ple, is a way
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of pro vid ing “sit u ated learn ing” through

“le git i mate pe riph eral par tic i pa tion” in

which knowl edge and skills are de vel oped

in a co op er a tive en ter prise in con text, and 

re sult over time in the in creased ac cess of

learn ers to par tic i pat ing roles in ex pert

per for mances until they reach the point of 

“full par tic i pa tion in the socio-cul tural

prac tices of a com mu nity,” Such “par tic i --

pa tion net works” are struc tured; in fact

they need to be in order to allow pe riph --

eral par tic i pa tion to take place (Lave &

Wenger, 1991, p. 17), The con cepts of

“sit u ated learn ing” and “le git i mate pe riph --

eral par tic i pa tion” pro vide a strong

ra tio nale when con sid er ing ac tiv ity and

relationships in interaction as crucial in the 

development of self.

De vel op men tal As pects of Ac tiv ity

Within the child and youth work field,

the num ber of writ ings on ac tiv ity pro --

gram ming as a func tion of the prac ti tio ner

are far fewer in num ber than those that

focus on the re la tional as pects of child and 

youth work. Where a ra tio nale for" ac tiv --

ity pro gram ming" and “ac tiv ity” is given, it

often fo cuses on the no tion of “pro vid ing

rec re ation,” fill ing up “free time,” or

“keep ing them (chil dren and youth) busy.” 

There is much less em pha sis on how “ac --

tiv ity” can pro mote pos i tive

de vel op men tal out comes and, even more

so, how “ac tiv ity” might ac tu ally be one of 

the pri mary cor ner stones of learn ing,

over all de vel op ment, positive mental

health, and successful adulthood.

“Ac tiv ity” in the con text of this paper

might be viewed as ex ist ing in “do mains”

of oc cu pa tions of young peo ple, par tic u --

larly, but not ex clu sively, when they are

“out of school.” Do mains of ac tiv ity in --

clude “play,” sports, games, arts, crafts,

ser vice, music, hob bies such as col lect ing,

“tricks and rit u als” of child hood, even en --

tre pre neur ship. Tra di tion ally we think of

school-age and older chil dren as par tic i --

pat ing in ac tiv ity and youn ger chil dren as

par tic i pat ing in “play,” par tic u larly imag i na --

tive or “pre tend” play. Of course,

imag i na tive play, and cer tainly the spirit of

“play ful ness,” are not the ex clu sive do --

main of pre school ers, The lit er a ture on

the cru cial role of play in de vel op ment of

young chil dren in all spheres — so cial,

emo tional, cog ni tive, and phys i cal — and

as an integrator of these capacities is

substantial and compelling.

There is much less for mal ar tic u la tion

of the de vel op men tal ben e fits of “ac tiv ity” 

for older chil dren, es pe cially those in

group care set tings. Al though adults may

rec og nize the need of chil dren and youth

to even tu ally de velop vo ca tional and em --

ploy ment main te nance skills, they fail to

see the con nec tions be tween the de vel op --

men tal out comes en cour aged by

par tic i pa tion in ac tiv i ties and a de vel op --

men tal pro cess, the growth of activity

skills into vocational skills.

How ever, this au thor has enu mer ated

these in nu mer ous writ ings and pre sen ta --

tions (e.g. VanderVen, 1981, 1985, 1998).

They in clude pro mo tion of iden tity, in dus --

try, mas tery, self-reg u la tion and frus tra tion 

tol er ance; phys i cal skill and body image; a

wide array of so cial skills such as em pa thy, 

per spec tive tak ing, team work, shar ing,

co op er a tion; an tic i pa tion (time sense); and 

at tend ing (to name just some of them).

Werner and Smith (1992) cited ac tiv ity,

that is, pos ses sion of a hobby, as a re sil --
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ience fac tor for “at-risk” chil dren.

Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) the ory of “op ti --

mal ex pe ri ence,” or flow, re lates to

ac tiv ity out comes, in that “flow” is often

at tained while deeply in volved in a “fa vor --

ite” ac tiv ity. Nakkula and Ravitch (1997,

p. 249) state that “a child hood lack ing in

the rich ness of play” (i.e., ac tiv ity) “com --

pro mises op por tu ni ties to de velop flex i ble 

strat e gies for communication, relationship

building, and creativity development”

The sig nif i cance of self-de vel op ment

through ac tiv ity is un der scored, in ter est --

ingly, when one views adult de vel op ment

the ory, with par tic u lar ref er ence to adults

(Erikson, 1975) and older adults. With this 

pop u la tion, their sense of self is very much 

de ter mined by their in ter ests, their ac tiv i --

ties, many of whose or i gins can be traced

in an ever grow ing tra jec tory, from child --

hood. Friedan cites re search in di cat ing

that older adults who par tic i pate in mean --

ing ful, sub stan tive ac tiv i ties ac tu ally live

lon ger (1992), al though for the el derly the 

na ture of these ac tiv i ties and who they do

them with is ex tremely sig nif i cant in

relationship to their having a positive

effect.

Cer tainly, then, there is rea son for more 

con certed at ten tion to ar tic u lat ing the re la --

tion ship of ac tiv ity to “self” de vel op ment in 

chil dren and youth. Non lin ear dy namic sys --

tems the ory, to be dis cussed next, pro vides 

a cor ner stone for see ing how ac tiv ity par --

tic i pa tion con trib utes to the de vel op ment

of a rich and com plex “self.”

NON-LINEAR DYNAMIC SYSTEMS

THEORY AND THE DEVELOPMENT

OF SELF

Non-Lin ear Dy namic Sys tems The ory

and the Com plex Adap tive Sys tem

Non-lin ear dy namic sys tems the ory is

con cerned with the be hav iour of sys tems

which are com plex, that is, com posed of

mul ti ple com po nents that in ter act with

each other in var i ous ways and are open

to tak ing in, and re spond ing to, in for ma --

tion from the en vi ron ment The pro cess of 

psy cho log i cal de vel op ment, in clud ing de --

vel op ment of “self” (Butz, 1997), can it self 

be con ceived as a com plex adap tive sys --

tem in which the or gan ism takes in

in for ma tion from the en vi ron ment, which

is me di ated through other human be ings

and the per son’s own evolv ing psy chic

struc tures, This is then fed back into the

struc tures, con tin u ally chang ing them and

there fore the way in which new en vi ron --

men tal in for ma tion is pro cessed. All of this 

leads to a more com plex men tal or ga ni za --

tion and a better abil ity to re late to the

chal lenges in a com plex world. Key con --

cepts in non-lin ear dy namic sys tems

the ory that are par tic u larly ap pli ca ble to

de vel op men tal pro cesses are

connectedness, recursion, sen si tive de pend --

ence on ini tial con di tions, at trac tor,

self-or ga ni za tion, far-from-equi lib rium,

“weak chaos,” cou pling, en train ment, and

emer gence. These con cepts will be cen tral

in build ing a the ory of how ac tiv ity is fun --

da men tal in the development of self and

will be referred to in the rest of this paper. 

Table 1 offers a definition of these terms.
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The Self as a Com plex Adap tive

Sys tem

A re view of a va ri ety of writ ings about

the na ture of “self” yields a num ber of key 

at trib utes that sup port the con ten tion that 

the self can be viewed as a com plex adap --

tive sys tem in the con text of non-lin ear

dy namic sys tems the ory. The first is that

the self has a core, an es sen tial sense of

ex ist ing and being (using sys tems lan guage, 

an at trac tor) that is main tained even in the 

face of con tin ued ex ter nal change. The

self is or ga nized and has a pat tern as a

means of main tain ing one’s on go ing sense

of per sonal iden tity, even though that pat --

tern may be con stantly shift ing. The self

has a struc ture that en ables it to en train

new in for ma tion, yet main tain this in ter nal 

sense. The self is com plex and dy namic,

con tin u ally open to new in for ma tion that

it in te grates into its cur rent struc ture, but

which al ters that struc ture to ward greater 

com plex ity and in tri cacy. The self is ac tu --

ally ac tively con structed as an in di vid ual

re sponds to the mes sages re ceived and

adapts to them in terms of the mean ing

they have, re flect ing the pro cesses of en --

train ment and re cursion. “The child is as

much an agent of his or her own de vel op --

ment as a re cip i ent of the di rec tion of

oth ers” (Forman & Larreamendy-Joerns,

1998, p. 105). This approach to

self-construction is very congruent with

the concept of constructivist learn ing as

de scribed in Fosnot (1989, pp. 20-21) by

VanderVen (1997, p. 45) “in which knowl --

edge con sists of past con struc tions which

come from in ter ac tion with the en vi ron --

ment and the learner’s ad ap ta tion to new

ac quired in for ma tion through a con tin u --

ous process.”
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Table 1

Key Terms in Com plex Adap tive Sys tems The ory

Sen si tive De pend ence on Ini tial Con di tions:  A small input into a sys tem can re ver ber ate
through it, have multi pli ca tive ef fects, and yield a large out put.

Re cursion:  A sys tem’s out put is fed back into the sys tem con tin u ously, thus cre at ing a newer,
more com plex, and dif fer ently be hav ing sys tem.

At trac tor:  The gov er nor of a sys tem; the point to which it con tin u ally re fers back. Self-or ga ni za -
tion: The ten dency of a loose sys tem to or ga nize it self into pat terns Far-from Equi lib rium: When a
sys tem is con tin u ally dy namic, and “off bal ance.”

“Weak Chaos”:  Mak ing a more static sys tem tur bu lent and dy namic by “in tro duc ing” chaos; this
usu ally means tak ing some de ci sive ac tion strong enough to per turb the com po nents of the sys -
tem. 

Cou pling:  When there is in ter ac tion be tween sub-com po nents of a sys tem.

En train ment:  When a sys tem co-opts an other sys tem which be comes linked to it.

Emer gence:  An evo lu tion ary-type pro cess in which sys tems con tinue to grow and change to ward 
greater com plex ity and may gen er ate new sys tems.



Thus, the self can be seen as a com plex 

adap tive sys tem: the at tract or is the core

of self, which pro vides the basis for con --

tin ued en train ment of in for ma tion with

the self con tin u ing to emerge in greater

com plex ity over time. That is, the self is

in volved in an on go ing pro cess of re cur --

sive con struc tion – if de vel op ment

pro ceeds well. That com plex ity of self is

cru cial in de vel op ment is sup ported by

Rescher (1998), who states that the most

ef fec tively func tion ing men tal ca pac i ties

are those that are com plex  have the most

struc tures, the most openness to new

information.

Thus, the par a dox of the self in the de --

vel op ing human being is its sta bil ity — it

con tin ues as a sta ble and cen tral per son al --

ity fea ture through out the life span, yet it

is con stantly un der go ing change and mod i --

fi ca tion, be hav ing very much like a

com plex adap tive sys tem. It has been ob --

vi ous, of course, that the “self” and

“self-con cept” do not de velop in a vac --

uum. It goes with out say ing that sig nif i cant 

adults play a fun da men tal role in of fer ing

and me di at ing the ex pe ri ences that con --

trib ute to a child’s de vel op ing sense of

self, first through serv ing as at tach ment

fig ures and later, in a mul ti plic ity of teach --

ing, care-giv ing, coach ing and other

sup port ive roles (Curry & John son, 1990)

that sit u ate the ex pe ri ences chil dren have

that in turn they use to con struct their

sense of self. As chil dren be come older,

the peer group (Selman, Watts, &

Hickey-Schultz, 1997) as sumes a cen tral

func tion as a so cial force af fect ing the self.

The “tex tures” of these re la tion ships help

chil dren as sess them selves and their place

in the so cial world; their sense of self then 

con trib utes towards determining their

“place” in that world in a continuous

interactive process.

THE THEORY OF ACTIVITY IN

DEVELOPMENT OF SELF IN

RELATIONAL CHILD AND YOUTH

CARE: A BEGINNING OUTLINE

Using se lected con cepts out lined in the 

pre ced ing dis cus sion of ac tiv ity the ory,

com plex adap tive sys tems the ory, and de --

vel op ment of self, the fol low ing out lines

the be gin nings of a new, in te grated the ory 

of ac tiv ity in de vel op ment of self in the

con text of re la tional child and youth work. 

The con cepts of non-lin ear dy namic sys --

tems the ory are used to con struct the

basic premises of the theory.

Connectedness. Per haps the cen tral

func tion of ac tiv ity in self de vel op ment

and re la tion ship is the fact of

connectedness. Pres ence of an ac tiv ity —

to at tract in ter est or even re sis tance —

en ables both par ties to con nect with each

other. With out such a me di a tor to en able

two dif fer ent “selves” to cross bound aries 

and en gage with each other, such a con --

nec tion may be less likely to occur,

par tic u larly if — as is likely the case with

at-risk youth — they have few in ter nal re --

sources and so cial skills to bring to the

transaction. The ac tiv ity is in deed cen tral

in set ting the con text for “sit u ated learn --

ing” and “le git i mate pe riph eral

par tic i pa tion.”

At trac tor. The no tion of at trac tor — the 

gov er nor of a sys tem — is cru cial in the

de vel op ment of self. When there is no

struc tured or fo cused ac tiv ity in a set ting,

there is no ex ter nal at trac tor in the sys --

tem that sit u ates the youth(s) and in that
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way the following can occur:

• The youth(s) will be bored and

unfocused, and there will be a greater

ten dency for un pro duc tive and act -

ing-out be hav iour to occur. This will

move the staff to ward lim it ing and pu -

ni tive re sponses, thus di min ish ing the

qual ity of any re la tion ship and in ter ac -

tion that ex isted,

• A re la tion ship that is not me di ated by

an ac tiv ity may move over ac cept able

bound aries — even with the more flex -

i ble bound aries per mit ted in

re la tion ship-cen tred child care — with -

out a me di at ing in flu ence, or not be

en abled to occur at all.

• An ac tiv ity ini ti ated or em bed ded in the 

con text of a set ting serves as an at trac -

tor in the in ter ac tive set ting be tween

youth and staff. This then pro vides

focus for the re la tion ship, its pro cess

and con tent de pend ing on the staff’s

per cep tion of the youth’s readi ness for

re la tion ship, The ac tiv ity can be used

to allow dis tanc ing and neu tral ity,

Often in sert ing an ed u ca tional and

struc tural as pect to an ac tiv ity al lows

this, that is, giv ing for mal skill in struc -

tion and prac tice en ables this to occur

until, through the trust that hope fully

evolves, more close ness can occur. In

this sit u a tion, more “self-hood”

emerges on the part of the worker,

who tem pers ed u ca tion with style,

which pro vides greater va ri ety of ex -

pres sion to be in ter nal ized by the

youth in his or her self de vel op ment.

Sen si tive De pend ence on Ini tial Con di --

tions. This phe nom e non - that a small

input may lead to a major out come in a

com plex sys tem - sup ports the con cept of 

uti liz ing an ac tiv ity to ini ti ate a re la tion --

ship. The focus this be gins can then it er ate 

over time to be come a major at trib ute of

self and lead to very positive outcomes.

A basic ex am ple of an entry be hav iour

that can de ter mine the evo lu tion of a re la --

tion ship and ac tiv ity in ter est that can

con trib ute to self de vel op ment is a

worker who ar rives and says, “Hey, I

brought my yo-yo today. Used to play

with it a lot when I was a kid. Want to

try?” Im me di ately a con text to shape and

focus the in ter ac tion is set. The youth may 

re spond in any num ber of ways: ig nore

the worker, walk away, brighten up, or

hold out his hand for the yo-yo, But im --

me di ately there is some thing for the

worker to re spond to, and the dy namic

as pect of the in ter ac tion is primed. It is

even pos si ble that some youth will be --

come truly in ter ested in de vel op ing yo-yo

skills that can be used to help him en gage

mean ing fully with oth ers and con trib ute to 

the growth of an ever more com plex and

pos i tive self - with the or i gins being a very

sim ple ini tial sit u a tion. Imag ine the con --

trast if the worker be gins by say ing, “You

just lost 50 points for not hav ing this place

cleaned up,” The youth stiffen up with re --

sent ment which can sim i larly re ver ber ate

through the con text and fu ture in ter ac --

tions - ending up some time later, with

angry, unaccomplished, disengaged youth.

Re cursion: The no tion that in for ma tion

gen er ated as an open sys tem evolves is

fed back into that sys tem, spur ring it on to 

greater com plex ity, is a dy namic that ex --

plains par a dox i cal re sults in in ter ven tions

with chil dren and youth, and sup ports the

re la tion ship-cen tred model, es pe cially as

25CYC-Online March 2011  /  Issue 145



ac tiv i ties are in creas ingly made part of the

con tent of those re la tion ships. When the

focal point, or at trac tor, in the sys tem

(con text) is con trol, such as em braced by

a point and level sys tem, the more the

con text em pha sizes con trol, the more re --

sis tance de vel ops, re sult ing in even

greater at tempts to con trol and greater

re sis tance, ul ti mately yield ing alien ation,

anger, and disengagement from

relationships and productive interactions.

In child and youth care set tings,

short-sighted adults at tempt ing to con trol

their youth ful cli ents will ei ther make

them “earn” what lit tle ac tiv ity there is

(VanderVen, 1995), by “good” be hav iour - 

even when they do not have the skills to

at tain such a be hav ioural stan dard (which

might be at tained through more un con di --

tional par tic i pa tion in ac tiv ity) - or will

sim ply not offer suf fi cient ac tiv ity, thus

com pro mis ing the op por tu nity for them

to begin to de velop the com plex ity of per --

son al ity that will en able them to at tain a

more pos i tive adult hood. Thus they give

way to bore dom. Al though in some cases

bore dom may force a child to uti lize his or 

her own re sources for stim u la tion and en --

gage ment, thus con trib ut ing to

de vel op ment, more likely the in di vid ual ei --

ther gets in volved in anti-so cial or neg a tive 

be hav iour or sim ply set tles for an emptier

personality akin to his or her daily living

situation.

Far-from-equi lib rium. Uti liz ing an ac tiv --

ity as the situator of re la tion ships and

in ter ac tions sets up a sit u a tion that is anal --

o gous to tri an gu la tion in fam ily sys tems,

with the ac tiv ity being the third point.

With out a third en tity, two en ti ties can be --

come static, whereas with three there are 

con stant shifts in bal ance. This en cour ages 

the sys tem to be far-from-equi lib rium, ac --

tu ally an op ti mal state, be cause it can

en train more in for ma tion and hence grow 

in com plex ity. A worker of fer ing an ac tiv --

ity to a youth or a group, or vice versa,

can encourage a far-from-equilibrium

state.

Self-or ga ni za tion. The ten dency of a

sys tem with even min i mal struc ture em --

bed ded in its con text does not need a

great deal of en ergy inputted to evolve its

own co her ent struc ture and pat tern, that

is, self-or ga ni za tion. For ex am ple, a youth

who is in tro duced to star-gaz ing by a

worker and be gins to spend his eve nings

pur pose fully doing his home work so there 

will be time to work on build ing a tele --

scope with that worker and watch ing the

con stel la tions is ex hib it ing in ter nal self-or --

ga ni za tion. The ex panded knowl edge,

con nec tions, and in ter ests that de velop

rep re sent the ideal com plex, co her ent,

evolv ing self that will be able to approach

new situations with greater complexity.

Weak chaos, De lib er ately “stir ring up”

a sys tem by in ject ing “weak chaos” - per --

haps doing some thing par a dox i cal or

un ex pected - can keep a sys tem “dy --

namic” and open to change in clud ing the

evolv ing self-hood of youth. This is a

prime func tion of the worker in the re la --

tion ship-cen tred model, using ac tiv i ties as

an ex ten sion of him self. Al low ing a youth

to stay up un usu ally late, tak ing him on a

chal leng ing trip, shop ping for a new piece

of equip ment, sim ply add ing nov elty or

sur prise to an ac tiv ity, or any num ber of

other ac tions can re store de clin ing en ergy, 

move things in another promising

direction.
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Cou pling. In self de vel op ment, as ei ther

an ac tiv ity or a re la tion ship con nec tion be --

come in ter nal ized, the men tal sub sys tems

these rep re sent can begin to con nect with 

each other and af fect each other

transactionally. The ac tiv ity will change the 

youth’s in ter nal sense of self (to ward

greater rich ness and com plex ity) and con --

versely, as the sense of self changes,

re la tional capacities will increase.

En train ment. One of the most ex cit ing

as pects of ac tiv ity oc curs when a youth is

en abled to es tab lish a new in ter est, with

the sup port and in vest ment of a worker

(which sit u ates the ac tiv ity and re la tion --

ship). There is then the po ten tial for this

sys tem to re late to other ex ter nal sys --

tems, that is, other do mains of ac tiv ity,

re lated do mains of ac tiv ity. For ex am ple, a 

youth who be comes in ter ested in ce ram --

ics might par tic i pate in com mu nity

ce ram ics ac tiv i ties, meet other

ceramicists, write about ceramics, and

take up painting and drama as well.

Emer gence. Fi nally, we can con sider the 

con cept of emer gence in the de vel op ment

of self through ac tiv ity, As the self as a

com plex dy namic sys tem evolves both in --

ter nally and ex ter nally, as de scribed

above, com pe ten cies for liv ing and for re --

la tion ship build ing - as me di ated by

ac tiv i ties - and ac tiv ity in ter ests and skills - 

as me di ated by re la tion ships in ongoing

oscillation - emerge,

Core Prin ci ples

From the above non-lin ear dy namic sys --

tems the ory con cep tu al iza tion of the

de vel op ment of self through ac tiv ity, I offer

the fol low ing core prin ci ples to spe cif i cally

guide ef forts to en hance use of ac tiv ity as a

child and youth work in ter ven tion:

1. Context is crucial in child and youth

work and exerts an inexorable influence

on interaction and relationships. The

context reflects the systemic aspects

of person and environmental

interaction.

2. Ac tiv i ties can de fine the na ture of the

en vi ron ment and the feed back it gives to 

the in ter ac tion and re la tion ships of

par tic i pants, The na ture of the ac tiv ity,

who in tro duces it, how it is struc tured 

and de liv ered, the re sponses of

par tic i pants - all in ter ac tively af fect and 

shape the over all con tent and pat tern

of interaction and relationships.

3. When the con text is “ac tiv ity-rich” -

that is, there is an ac tiv ity sit u at ing the

in ter ac tions and re la tion ships - greater

com plex ity and me di a tion are pos si ble,

in creas ing the pos si bil ity that these are

de vel op men tally pro duc tive, Ac tiv i ties

pro vide more en ergy, op tions, and

vari ables for mod i fy ing the pro cesses

of in ter ac tions and re la tion ships.

Spe cific knowl edge of ac tiv i ties (e.g.,

kinds of re sponses elic ited by var i ous

media) al lows uti li za tion of activities to 

enhance interaction and relationships.

4. Ac tiv i ties en gaged in by chil dren and

youth me di ate re la tion ships and

in ter ac tion. Be cause the ac tiv ity adds

an ad di tional com po nent to, the

interactional sys tem, it en cour ages

greater com plex ity, thus pro vid ing the

youth with a greater num ber of

pos si ble path ways to ex plore in the

fu ture and options from which to

choose.

5. Ac tiv ity knowl edge and skills di rectly

en cour age de vel op ment of pos i tive
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self-con cept. Ac tiv ity in ter ests pro mote 

and allow the forg ing of con nec tions,

and the op por tu nity to gain feed back

in re sponse to one’s of fer ing and

shar ing of ac tiv ity knowl edge and

skills. An in di vid ual’s own in ter nal

aware ness of in ter ests and skills

in creases con fi dence in ini ti at ing and

main tain ing re la tion ships. The el e ment 

of com plex ity thus in tro duced

continues to expand and enhance the

self-concept.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CHILD AND

YOUTH PRACTICE

The the ory of self de vel op ment

through ac tiv ity as sit u ated in re la tion ships 

and con text of fered in this paper sug gests

that not only are re la tion ships en riched

when ac tiv ity is an at trac tor in the sys tem, 

but the ac tiv ity can ac tu ally serve to me di --

ate the for ma tion of re la tion ships,

es pe cially in at-risk children and youth.

For this prem ise to be en acted in prac --

tice, train ing and ed u ca tion, and set tings,

prac ti tio ners might con sider the following:

Train ing and Ed u ca tion

Self-in-Re flec tion. Pro gres sive train ing

and ed u ca tional pro grams openly en dorse

dis cus sions, jour nals, the con cept of the

re flec tive prac ti tio ner, and the like that

help the de vel op ing prac ti tio ners rec og --

nize their own self hood as it af fects their

style: ways of re lat ing to oth ers and ap ply --

ing new in for ma tion, Ac tiv ity should be

en cour aged in con trast to im ple men ta tion

of con trol strat e gies such as point and

level sys tems, and the power of ac tiv ity in

con struc tively mod i fy ing be hav iour, as well 

as en hanc ing the relational capacity of

both adults and youth, stressed.

Added to these ac tiv i ties might be

more em pha sis on rec ol lec tions of play

and ac tiv ity, and the role these played in

the de vel op ment of self, re la tion ships, and 

one’s cur rent life pat tern. Sim i larly, more

em pha sis on the role of ac tiv ity in one’s

adult func tion ing could be made, These

re flec tions will bring the sig nif i cance of ac --

tiv ity more to the fore front, and make it

more ac ces si ble for actual use by the

practitioner.

Ac tiv ity The ory and Ac tiv ity Pro gram ming. 

Train ing and ed u ca tional cur ric ula can give

ap pro pri ate bal ance and in-depth con sid --

er ation to ac tiv ity the ory. Al though ac tiv ity 

the ory has been stressed in prep a ra tion of 

Eu ro pean educateurs, it has had lit tle at --

ten tion in child and youth work. This

could be changed, how ever, as this the ory

is a cru cial com po nent in un der stand ing

how self de vel ops in en vi ron men tal con --

texts that can be struc tured to en hance

their ef fec tive ness in pro mot ing learn ing

and de vel op ment. Ac tiv ity pro gram ming,

while in cluded in some cur ric ula, might

fol low the ex am ple of Eu ro pean so cial

ped a gogue ed u ca tion and bring the the --

ory, prac tice guide lines, and knowl edge of

spe cific do mains of ac tiv ity to the fore --

front. Pro spec tive child and youth

work ers should be formally prepared in a

number of activity areas, and apply them

in guided practice.

Prac tice

Sys temic Changes, More ac tiv ity-cen --

tred set tings can only be im ple mented

through at ten tion to their sys temic as --

pects. Ad min is tra tors must rec og nize how 

ac tiv i ties not only lead to pos i tive out --
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comes for chil dren and youth, but also

how to sup port their im ple men ta tion in

the mi lieu. They must pro mote through --

out the agency a value sys tem that

sup ports ac tiv ity pro gram ming, as well as

spe cific prac tices. These in clude ac tively

re duc ing en dorse ment of point and level

sys tems, pro vid ing ad e quate and

well-main tained equip ment and sup plies,

in clud ing ac tiv ity knowl edge and com pe --

tence in job de scrip tions and hir ing

prac tices, and pro vid ing ac tiv ity-ori ented

on-the-job train ing, Su per vi sors also need

to be able to translate these premises into 

their practices.

Di rect Changes. Di rect line work ers

need a sit u a tion in which on go ing ac tiv ity,

for mal and in for mal, can con tin u ally be

con ducted, and in which their per sonal in --

ter ests and com pe ten cies can be

com fort ably en tered into prac tice. They

will un doubt edly find that their re la tion --

ships with youth and youth’s re la tion ships

with each other are en hanced and their

joy in the work in creased as they ex pe ri --

ence the plea sure of youth grow ing and

learn ing through relationship and activity.

CONCLUSION

This paper has pre sented an out line for 

a non-lin ear dy namic sys tems the ory of

self de vel op ment through ac tiv ity as me di --

ated by re la tional child and youth work

and sit u ated in the con texts in which in --

ter ac tions take place, Which ever is the

ini ti a tor of these trans ac tions — the ac tiv --

ity or the re la tion ship — the fact re mains

that we are what we do, and what we do

is in te gral to who we are and what we

continue to become.
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L
ast month I wrote in this col umn

about poetics and the lan guage of

youth work. A few days later, I lis --

tened to sev eral young poets read their

work at a po etry mar a thon in my home

town, Mil wau kee.  The mar a thon is held

every year at Wood land Pat tern, a com mu --

nity sup ported book and lit er ary arts

cen ter that serves as a so cial ac tion and in --

tel lec tual cen ter in a rel a tively poor

neigh bor hood. Peo ple from all in come

lev els and races gather at WP to sup port

and ben e fit from the arts. In ad di tion to an 

ex cel lent col lec tion of po etry, Na tive

Amer i can lit er a ture, and an art gal lery,

writ ing classes for young and old and com --

mu nity meet ings are held there.

When ever I go to browse or lis ten, I feel

at home. Often I go on Sat ur day eve nings

for read ings from na tional and in ter na --

tional au thors I would not be able to hear

any where else in our com mu nity. On Sun --

days mu si cians are in vited to play.

I look for ward each year to the an nual

mar a thon. For one day, from 10:00 AM

until mid night poets read in five min ute

blocks. Sched ules are handed out when

you pay so you can de cide which hours to

at tend. A hand stamp per mits re en try in

be tween gro cery shop ping and other er --

rands. The poets en list spon sors to make

do na tions to Wood land Pat tern. I con trib --

uted to a poet mu si cian friend of mine

who long ago de cided to live the life of a

poet by sup port ing him self with a job un --

load ing ships in the har bor. In ad di tion to

being an ex cel lent fund rais ing event, the

mar a thon pro vides a chance to re con nect

with friends dur ing the breaks. The at mo --

sphere in the packed house is elec tric. For 

a day, we are all poets and mu si cians re --

minded of the tal ent we have as human

be ings to live and be to gether.

Usu ally I stay for sev eral hours until I

can’t sit or stand any lon ger. I al ways leave

amazed at the amount of tal ent in our

com mu nity, each poet with his or her

unique way of see ing some thing. Some of
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youth care. I was moved to write it in a recent

discussion about meaning making, reflective research,

and a phenomenological approach to our work. 



the per form ers sing in stead of read. So cial 

change, love, loss, peace, and ev ery day

events are major themes in many of the

works. 

It is a tra di tion to begin the day with

read ings from youth in a WP writ ers’

work shop. This is my fa vor ite part of the

day. If for no other rea son than I wit ness

youth stand ing for the first time in front of 

an au di ence and ex pose them selves

through their work. They ner vously tap

their feet and fool around as they wait.

Each one tries to be non cha lant (cool) as

he or she ap proaches/swag gers to the po --

dium. Then af ter wards with a big bur den

lifted from their shoul ders they sit down

know ing they “did it.” No mat ter how

pol ished or un pol ished their work, all the

read ers re ceive a round of ap plause and

ap pre ci a tion for their ef fort. Em pa thy fills

the room; we can all re mem ber how dif fi --

cult it is to stand in front of an au di ence

and share our per sonal work. Much can

be learned about dis clo sure from poets.

The em pha sis this year on love and

iden tify this year struck me. It seemed as if 

each young poet ex pressed his or her love 

for some one with long ing and/or ap pre ci a --

tion for that per son who ig nited fires in

their hearts: a par ent, boy friend, or girl --

friend (real, wished for, or aban doned).

Sev eral wrote about how they would

leave their neigh bor hood and what they

would be come.  They would not be

trapped or caught up in life on the streets. 

Using their tal ent and com mit ment to do

better, they would es cape.

I should n’t have been sur prised I guess.  

These are major themes in ad o les cence.

Every youth wants to be loved and spe cial. 

No one wants to grow up in pov erty

and/or as a vic tim of gang life. But often

what we hear in the music and poems of

youth is vi o lence, and/or de spair. This is

what sells. These youth how ever had

dreams of a better world in which they

could be come some thing with and/or for

their loved ones. And Wood land Pat tern

was a place where they could ex press

how they truly felt. I ad mired their cour --

age. They were “tough” in a more

pow er ful way than they had been taught

on the streets. It took cour age to do what 

they did. I felt in spired, many of the words 

and im ages still whirl ing in my head as I lis --

tened to adult poets that fol lowed.

Also by co in ci dence a few weeks ago I

was given a small book ti tled Time and

Place by Khalil Coleman, a young youth

worker in our com mu nity

www.timeandplacebk.com. Khalil be lieves 

we can learn by an a lyz ing sto ries. He has

es tab lished a pub lish ing, con sult ing, and

teach ing busi ness he calls Chang ing Lives

Through Lit er a ture

www.changinglives.com.  In Time and

Place he tells the story of two youth B and 

K who have dreams, like the young poets,

to es cape from their lives in the hood.  I

was drawn to the themes time and place,

which are in stru men tal in ad o les cent de --

vel op ment and wanted to learn more. As

B and K jour ney back and forth in time

from the hood to school and more af flu --

ent neigh bor hoods they ques tion the

mo ral ity and re al ity of what is needed to

sur vive on the streets of their neigh bor --

hood, and con tem plate change. 

 As I pre pared a re view for the news --

let ter of our State as so ci a tion of child and

youth care work ers, I was re minded

young peo ple today are just as con cerned, 
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if not more so, about the need for so cial

change, as were mem bers of my civil

rights gen er a tion. Time and Place was a call 

to ac tion in the tra di tion of Camus and

other ac tiv ist/phi los o pher who saw the in --

jus tice and ab sur dity in life but main tained

his faith in the power of hu mans to act for

change.    

Then of course there were the dem on --

stra tions in Egypt. What a mov ing dis play

of or ganic, non vi o lent, civil dis obe di ence.

Chant ing Arab “poets” massed in the

square to throw out a cor rupt gov ern --

ment. Called to ac tion on so cial net works

and de ter mined to stay, they sup ported

each other with chants against the tyr anny 

that had kept them sup pressed for so

long. It re minded me of the Vel vet Rev o lu --

tion in Czecho slo va kia when the poets and 

writ ers sym bol i cally over turned a so viet

tank with words. Never be fore, how ever,

has the power of non vi o lent pro test been 

more widely wit nessed than in the events

of the last few weeks. Let’s hope it con tin --

ues as peo ple con tinue to pour into the

streets try ing to be, as Gan dhi said, “the

change they want to see.”

Let’s also hope the young poets at

Wood land Pat tern, B and K, and all the

other young adults long ing for a more civil 

so ci ety were watch ing this pow er ful ex --

am ple of how change can occur if the will

is there. There is also wis dom in these

events for the lead ers of the pro fes sions

of child and youth who want to draw at --

ten tion to the power of care.

“Love is all we need,” sang John

Lennon. “Fool ish op ti mism” you say.

Maybe, but I am still moved by what I

heard at Wood land Pat tern, read in Time

and Place, and saw in the square. Change,

small and large, is in the power of si lence

and words heard, read, spo ken, and re --

mem bered. Poetics is a force in and of

it self that has the power to show and

evoke the con tem pla tion that leads to

pos i tive ac tion. In a re cent draft of an ar ti --

cle we are writ ing to gether, Kiaras

Gharabaghi (fre quent con trib u tor to this

mag a zine) ended his sec tion of the paper

by say ing, “And if you would like to ac cuse 

me of being hope lessly ro man tic with re --

spect to child and youth care prac tice, I

will thank you.” Let’s join him and the

young poets on the streets still in our

hearts. 
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I Am
My Own

Hero 
Emily D

I was the girl that’s been beaten 

But always fights. 

I was the silent girl 

That has no name, no light. 

The faking girl with the plastic smiles

Depressed girl who cries and aches.

Fairy tale girl that does not exist. 

I was the distant girl out of sight. 

Psycho girl with scars on my mind.

Lonely girl who’s out of touch. 

Hidden girl who covers her scars. 

Hated girl who knows no love. 

Alcoholic girl, she’ll drink tomorrow. 

Stoner tonight,

I thought I could smoke away 

All my sorrows.

I am angry and I have no care. 

Aching girl try another med. 

Hurting girl is this the end?



I
 would like you to meet this lonely girl.

She comes from a bro ken home. The

ther mom e ter on the wall al ways reads

cold. She was like the tall grass that got

out of con trol then got cut low. Now she’s 

all alone liv ing in this world she does not

know. She’s liv ing under this metal roof

but some times she looks for an open ing

so maybe the sun can shine through. She’s 

been bad, bro ken laws, com mit ted sin ful

acts. Till the day she dies she will be run --

ning from her past. 

This lit tle girl with these blue eyes has

so much life in her but so lit tle around her. 

She cries and cries but that’s noth ing that

adds up to what’s in side. This might be

deep but this is her life. She does not want 

it to be per fect. She prays and dreams.

But she still gets called worth less-she’s not 

worth less; she’s worth more than this. It

was like yes ter day she was learn ing to ride 

a bike; now she is climb ing moun tains

larger than life. She’s scarred like a 3rd de --

gree burn. Things she’s seen, words she’s

heard, places she’s gone.

They de scribe it like an un read able

scary movie that has no end ing. She asks

the crit ics but they said there’s no rat ing.

Her dad still calls her baby. Turns around,

calls her names, not treat ing her like a

lady. Com pares her to her birth mother;

“Dad, that ain’t me.” She’s liv ing in this

world she blinded. She screams “man, I

can’t see.” She speaks but can’t be heard.

She screams, gets told to calm down. 

Doc tor adds an other mil li gram, then it

all falls down. She asks God “why does it

have to be this way? God, I can love but

love should n’t hurt this way.” She gets

tired every day; they tell her she’s stron --

ger but she feels weaker day by day. 

Her birth dad got taken away be cause

they said she could not han dle the pain.

What pain? They put her on more and

more meds but no med could ever bring

what she lost back. She lost many peo ple

at a very young age... dad, mom and

broth ers but mainly her self. She’s tired of

this pain! 

She thinks to her self “I am going to

heaven. I have to be”; there’s one other

course, it’s hell she be lieves she lives in

right here on Earth it self. 

She had a time in her life she does n’t

want to go back to. But she takes a deep

breath and takes a step in the past toà 

When she re mem bers she was so

weak once, she still re mem bers it like it

was yes ter day, went into her mom’s

closet where she keeps the lockbox full of 

meds. She had a water bot tle in her hand

and then she swal lowed IS pills; she got ill

and was rushed to the hos pi tal. She felt so 

bad she could not move; she was just

there. Then the nurse who took care of

her looked her straight in the eye and said

baby girl you’re a mir a cle, you’re lucky

you’re here. You’re lucky you’re alive! She 

said no I am not! Shut down, laid back and 

just cried-re gret ted that day but she can --

not say she lied. But back then, that was

her life. 

But after all, she’s still dream ing. She

can do this. She’s be liev ing. She still

reaches for the sky be cause giv ing up ain’t

her way. Now she’s happy to be here. She 

knows she’s happy to be alive, happy to

smile and not scared to cry. She’s liv ing

the life that she was born to live. She

made it this far; she will make it to the

end! The past is the past; she’s liv ing her

fu ture to the full est. Ev ery thing hap pens
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for a rea son. My ad vice to you is keep on

dream ing. Cher ish ev ery thing be cause it

might not be there to mor row. Don’t dwell 

in your sor row. Lift your self up; we are all

just liv ing for to mor row.

___

From: Reclaiming Children and Youth. Vol.17,

Issue 3, pp36-37
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I’ve Found My Way!! 

Now I’m the girl who picks her battles.

I’m that loud girl with the bright light. 

The real girl whose smile is legit. 

The sad girl who can face her tears. 

I’m the fairy tale girl 

That ends with a happily ever after. 

The silly girl that has a colorful mind. 

The happy girl in touch. 

The hidden girl only when she plays 

Hide and go seek. 

I am the lovable girl who has no hate. 

Sober girl, I’m done drinking. 

Smoking brought most of my sorrows. 

I get mad 

But angry has a new meaning for me now. 

The aching girl, I’m off all my meds. 

We are all hurting but this ain’t the end! 

I AM MY OWN HERO! 

WE ARE ALL THE MIRACLE! 



Introduction

This paper is about the life time chal --

lenge of find ing out who you are and what 

you are worth in your own eyes. This en --

deavor starts at birth and is par tic u lar ly

prev a lent in ad o les cence. Build ing stones

are self-con fi dence and self-es teem fos --

tered by a car ing and struc tur ing

en vi ron ment. Not all chil dren meet op ti --

mal con di tions to ease their way into

be com ing a per son who knows who she is 

and loves her self and oth ers. Ad verse con --

di tions can cre ate vul ner a bil ity that

hin ders the iden ti fi ca tion pro cess. Some of 

these con di tions are in her ent to the per --

son such as tem per a ment, phys i cal or

in tel lec tual lim i ta tions, and other con di --

tions are due to the en vi ron ment such as

lack of se cure at tach ment, pa ren tal

neglect, abuse, ill mental health, social

isolation (Rutter, 2002).

Child and youth care pro fes sion als

meet the chal lenge to help these chil dren

hurt by life get back on the track of the

nor mal chal lenges of their de vel op ment,

and the lat ter part of the paper dis cusses
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Adolescent Vulnerability:

A Developmental Perspective
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Abstract: 

A minority of adolescents has difficulty negotiating the quest for identity and self-worth and thus 

experience depression, substance abuse, conduct disorders, and suicidal behavior. This paper

focuses on the intervention with this vulnerable population. The clinical illustration shows the

importance of a thera peutic relationship with a balance of warmth and neutrality in order to

build strength and a sense of identity and worth.



the par a mount im por tance of the ther a --

peu tic re la tion ship, the basic in gre di ent of

good child and youth care.

Be fore I tell you about the nor mal chal --

lenges of the ad o les cent de vel op ment, let

me in tro duce six teen year-old Melanie.

Melanie

Pic ture this: Dark col oured ripped

clothes, mul ti ple piercings on ears and

brow, and a back pack with the names of

heavy metal groups (such as Mar i lyn Man --

son) writ ten all over it and a few furry

cud dly an i mals hang ing from it. While

show ing this tough ex te rior more mas cu --

line than fem i nine, in clud ing swear ing a

lot, Melanie would be to tally dev as tated

and feel ing ex cluded when a friend would

not fol low up on a prom ise. Melanie

showed many symp toms of high anx i ety

and de pres sion. She was fran ti cally busy in 

her life, most likely to ward off her low

feel ings. She did n’t fit cri te ria for a manic

depressive disorder.

This parentified child was al ways strug --

gling be tween main tain ing the sem blance

of au ton omy (pseudo-au ton omy) and her

strong de pend ency needs. She showed

high pre oc cu pa tion with so cial in clu sion

and ex clu sion. Par a dox i cally, Mel anie could 

show the great est sen si tiv ity and em pa thy

to the feel ings of oth ers, while at the same 

time dis play ing tre men dous ego cen tric

con cen tra tion on the nar cis sis tic in jury

caused by a friend’s words or ac tions that

felt like be trayal. More than av er age smart 

and with def i nite in ter per sonal skills, she

would get caught up in her emo tions and

more often than not act im pul sively, in --

clud ing through phys i cal ag gres sion.

Melanie showed this fun da men tal pre oc --

cu pa tion with being ac knowl edged in her

own right with her legitimate needs and

her need to assert her identity.

In terms of fam ily his tory, she was an

only child and all of her life has been going

back and forth be tween her grand mother,

her mother, and oc ca sional place ment, but 

with con tin u ous in volve ment of child pro --

tec tive ser vices. Her fa ther was al ways

kept at a dis tance by the mother and then

dis tanced him self by mov ing abroad.

Hence, her pro found dis trust of adults and 

tre men dous worry when a pos i tive re la --

tion ship would develop.

Later on in the pre sen ta tion, el e ments

of Melanie’s de vel op ment and pat tern of

be hav ior will be used to il lus trated the

par tic u lar chal lenges vul ner a ble ad o les --

cents like her face when try ing to tackle

the tasks of nor mal adolescent

development.

In the next sec tion, the chal lenges are

il lus trated that all ad o les cents face in their

quest for iden tity and self-worth. Stud ies

from the mid 1990s show that the great

ma jor ity of ad o les cents man ages to com --

plete their de vel op men tal tasks

suc cess fully (Cloutier, 1994), and there is

no rea son to be lieve that that has changed 

in the last ten years.

What exactly do adolescents have to

accomplish?

In sim ple words it is about find ing out

who you are, what you want to be come,

what you want to ac com plish, and find ing

a clear dis tinc tion be tween self and oth --

ers. With out these fea tures it is more

dif fi cult to find a clear place in the world

and to re late to oth ers in a har mo ni ous

way.
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Psy chol o gists have thought about this

and coined these fea tures in terms of pro --

cesses pre sented in the fol low ing sec tions.

1. The integration of bodily changes into

a new body image

2. Revision of old de fense mechanisms

3. Second round of the separation-

individuation process

4. Changing pat terns of in ter ac tion with

fam ily and so cial cir cle

1. The integration of bodily changes

into a new body image

The body image is part of one’s iden --

tity. Pu berty brings rapid and fun da men tal

bodily changes that re quire major psy cho --

log i cal ad ap ta tion (Samy, 1990; Hanus,

1995). With Pu berty child hood ends, and

sex u al ity moves closer to adult lev els. The 

bodily changes that occur at pu berty are

ir re vers ible and are hard to ac cept for a

mi nor ity of ad o les cents. These ad o les --

cents make tre men dous ef forts to deny

their bodily trans for ma tions. One ex am ple 

is the ad o les cent girl who tries to rid her --

self through an orexia of her fem i nine

shape and even her pe riod. Sui cidal be hav --

ior can be con cep tu al ized as at tacks

against the sex u al ized body and ex presses

the ex treme dif fi culty of ad ap ta tion to the

inevitable pubertal transformation (Laufer, 

1989).

With ad o les cence, boys and girls be --

come more aware of the so cial im pact of

their bod ies and have stron ger sub jec tive

re ac tions to their own and oth ers’ body

im ages. Each in di vid ual is pre oc cu pied

with an ide al ized body image (how tall,

how much weight, etc.), and a de vi a tion

from this ideal can be come a nar cis sis tic

at tack. The more frag ile the self-es teem,

the more im pact these pre oc cu pa tions

with one’s body image will have. Of

course, so ci etal in flu ences through the

media and the star sys tem will have an im --

pact on even the healthi est adolescent!

2. Revision of old defense mechanisms

All chil dren deal with intrapsychic con --

flicts and de velop over the years a fairly

sta ble per son al ity struc ture made up of

cer tain de fense mech a nisms. The func tion

of these mech a nisms are es sen tially to

con tain con flict ing im pulses of a libidinal or 

an aggressive nature.

Ad o les cents are faced with new

intrapsychic con flicts re gard ing ag gres sive

im pulses with the grow ing as ser tion of

one’s dif fer ence and au ton omy in one’s

fam ily of or i gin. Fur ther more, the sex ual

im pulses are far more pres ent and re quire 

in te gra tion in one’s view of self and

others.

Some of the ad just ment to the changed 

re al ity of the body can en tail re gres sion to 

ear lier stages of psychosexual de vel op --

ment. For in stance, a child that de vel oped

healthy eat ing hab its can trn into an over-

or under-eat ing ad o les cent be cause of his

trou ble in te grat ing his sex ual im pulses.

The bodily changes bring sex u al ity to the

cen tre. At pu berty, per cep tions of sex u al --

ity are still im ma ture, and the ad o les cent

has to re view his re la tion ships with the

other sex. For in stance, a long stand ing

friend ship be tween a boy and a girl can

sud denly be come tense and am big u ous

and even be in ter rupted, be cause one or

both of the friends have strong sex ual feel --

ings that they do not re ally know what to

do with. In same sex friend ship ten sion

might stem from the change of pre oc cu --
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pa tion of one of the friends lead ing to a

feel ing of strange ness on the one hand,

but the ten sion could also stem from

mutual or unilateral sexual attraction.

The ad o les cent has to re view his ideal

of self, where for mer ide als and new val --

ues come into con flict. These con flicts

may bring the risk of dis il lu sion ment,

de-ide al iza tion, and con fu sion. For in --

stance the boy who al ways treated girls as

a so cial cat e gory with out in ter est, sud --

denly is faced with a height ened in ter est in 

girls, which brings bodily and emo tional

arousal. An other ex am ple would be the

well be haved girl that sud denly finds her --

self dis tracted from her school work or

other in ter ests by her bodily and emo --

tional reactions to the presence of boys.

3. Second round of the

separation-individuation process

Be yond the psychosexual de vel op ment 

cov ered in the pre vi ous two points, the

ad o les cent has to tackle two other de vel --

op men tal tasks: (a) De velop one’s own

iden tity and au ton omy, (b) Es tab lish and

main tain in ti mate re la tion ships out side of

one’s family of origin.

a) De velop one’s own iden tity and au ton -

omy.

This first task is about who we are and

how we are dif fer ent from oth ers and

how we de velop our own judg ment. De --

vel op ing an au ton o mous iden tity re quires

a del i cate bal ance be tween in de pend ency

and de pend ency. Dif fer en ti at ing self from

oth ers also brings the issue of self-es teem

and how good one feels in one’s skin. For

many ad o les cents this quest for iden tity

brings a fair de gree of anx i ety and con fu --

sion, and a height ened sen si tiv ity and

vul ner a bil ity related to one’s image of self.

The pro cess of sep a ra tion-in di vid u a tion 

starts at birth, and in the first three years

of life most chil dren learn to suc cess fully

func tion quite safely out side of their im --

me di ate fam ily. Fur ther, they learn that a

rel a tive dis tance from their par ents is no

threat to their re la tion ship with them. For 

some chil dren, even the pos si bil ity of sep --

a ra tion re mains a major source of

in se cu rity and anx i ety. The rel a tive suc cess 

of sep a ra tion-in di vid u a tion is an intrapsy --

chic pro cess, which is largely in flu enced by 

the par ents’ ca pac ity to tol er ate their chil --

dren’s in di vid u a tion. Hence, pa ren tal

anx i ety re gard ing sep a ra tion and the rel a --

tive au ton omy of their child can lead

par ents to main tain the child in a fused or

ex tremely de pend ent state. This pa ren tal

anxiety mostly stems from their own

unresolved separation-individuation

process.

Ad o les cence brings the next phase of

the in di vid u a tion-sep a ra tion. The au ton --

omy is taken one step fur ther and in volves 

the loss of the in fan tile ties to the par ents.

De pend ing on how suc cess fully au ton o --

mous he be came in the first phase, the

ad o les cent might be more or less ready

for a fur ther sep a ra tion from his fam ily. He 

might feel more iso lated and empty, guilty

to dis tance him self from his par ents or

pan icked be cause of the dis tance he feels

from them (Shelly et al., 2004).

Sui cidal be hav ior can ex press, on the

one hand and par a dox i cally, a de sire of fu --

sion to end the dis tance and sep a ra tion, or 

on the other hand, a de sire of dis tance

and to take own er ship of one’s life even if

it has to be de stroyed to meet the end.
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Sui cidal be hav ior might be as so ci ated with 

anger with the par ents for a dis tance that

felt as aban don ment or with pun ish ing

one’s self for abandoning the parents.

b) Es tab lish and main tain in ti mate re la tion -

ships out side of one’s fam ily of or i gin.

The sec ond de vel op men tal task the ad --

o les cent has to pur sue is to sup port his

dis tanc ing from the fam ily by find ing and

main tain ing new re la tion ships out side of

the fam ily that pro vide af fec tion and love.

This is found with friends and re quires a

new type of re la tion ship with the other

sex. All of this can lead to loy alty con flicts

as well as dif fi cul ties to give a har mo ni ous

di rec tion to one’s lov ing feel ings and sex --

ual en ergy. Fear of re jec tion and anx i eties

re gard ing this un known intimacy can put a 

damper on reaching out.

The phys i cal or sym bolic sep a ra tion

from loved ones (e.g., par ents) brings on a 

mourn ing pro cess. This pro cess en tails

anger and rage to wards the loved per son.

Ad o les cents who have not learned to suc --

cess fully in te grate their am biv a lent feel ings 

(such as the si mul ta neous pres ence of love 

and hate) to wards loved ones have par tic --

u lar dif fi cul ties with these ag gres sive

feel ings that are part of the mourn ing pro --

cess and might tend to di rect these

feel ings to wards them selves (Samy, 1990). 

These ad o les cents will tend to split off

their “good” lov ing feel ings from their

“bad” hat ing feel ings. The first phase of

the in te gra tion pro cess of am biv a lent feel --

ings takes place in early child hood, and the 

pro cess is re kin dled by the loss in her ent

to the sep a ra tion-in di vid u a tion pro cess

and the fear of losing the very person one

wants to get closer with.

The in te gra tion of the am biv a lence has

to do with giv ing up on the total con trol of 

loved ones and a more re al is tic ac cep --

tance of the strengths and lim i ta tions of

both self and oth ers, as well as the re al is tic 

bound aries that exist in one’s re la tion ship

with others.

The chal lenge for the ad o les cent lies in

a re vi sion of the ide al ized image of his par --

ents and start ing to see them as human

be ings with their strengths and flaws. Ac --

cept ing this re al ity can be pain ful and

ac com pa nied with feel ings of help less ness

or even a di min ished self-es teem. The loss 

of one’s ide als can bring a sense of emp ti --

ness and a dif fi culty to see any sense to

life. This loss of sense and the suf fer ing

that it brings can lead a pre oc cu pa tion

with death as the ul ti mate so lu tion. This

mor bid di rec tion can be come even more

pres ent in ad o les cents who have not been 

suc cess ful in their ef forts to get closer to

others outside of the family.

4. Changing patterns of interaction

with family and social circle

The pre ced ing fac tors hap pen in ter --

nally but do not evolve in a so cial vac u um.

Just as their ad o les cent changes, par ents

are going through an ad ap ta tion as well.

The sep a ra tion-in di vid u a tion of their child

con fronts them with their more or less

suc cess ful pro cess with their own par ents. 

Child and youth care work ers will get

con fronted as well with their per sonal ex --

pe ri ence with their par ents while

ac com pa ny ing a youth in his

separation-individuation.

There fore, the suc cess of the ad ap ta --

tion of the ad o les cent to his new life phase 

will be helped tre men dously by the par --
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ents’ or care givers’ ca pac ity to ac com pany 

him. The re la tional cli mate of a fam ily (or

of an in sti tu tion) can be more or less fa --

vor able to the de vel op ment of au ton omy,

iden tity, the ex pres sion of feel ings, both

pos i tive and neg a tive, or be more or less

tol er ant of the nec es sary dis tance that

comes with the normal adolescent

development.

The lit er a ture (e.g., Farberow, 1985)

un der lines how a har mo ni ous de vel op --

ment is hin dered by the pres ence in a

fam ily of vi o lence, al co hol ism, or other

sub stance abuse, or men tal ill ness. On the

pos i tive side, nour ish ing in ter per sonal re --

la tion ships within the fam ily al lows a

better chance of de vel op ing se cure at tach --

ments to pa ren tal fig ures (Lesage, 1994).

Fa vor able so cial sit u a tions are iden ti fied as 

pro tec tive fac tors against such men tal dis --

or ders as de pres sion (see Brown and

Har ris, 1989; McGuffin et al., 1991;

Cyrulnik, 1999; Rutter, 1987, 2002;

Luthar, 2003).

Par ents or care givers playa cru cial role

in the in te gra tion of am biv a lent feel ings by 

help ing the child or youth to ac knowl edge 

and ex press his ag gres sive feel ings. Al low --

ing this ac knowl edg ment and ex pres sion

re duces the risk that the child di rects

these feel ings against him self in the shape

of self-de struc tive thoughts or acts.

Don ald Winnicott (1970), the well

known Brit ish psy cho an a lyst and pe di a tri --

cian, in sists on how im por tant a fam ily

cli mate is wherein mem bers are en abled

to love and hate one an other safely with --

out fear of de stroy ing re la tion ships or

suf fer from retaliation.

Hence, a child will de velop a fear of his

own anger and its ex pres sion when grow --

ing up with par ents who are un able to

ex press their anger or par ents that exert

no con trol over their ag gres sion and act it

out im pul sively. The child’s in trapsychic

or ga ni za tion is highly in flu enced by his

par ents’ men tal bal ance and his fam ily’s

de gree of dis or ga ni za tion or or ga ni za tion.

So cial dis or ga ni za tion is highly cor re lated

with sui cidal be hav ior (Durkheim, 1960;

Farberow, 1985; Brent, 1995). So cial dis --

or ga ni za tion is char ac ter ized by

un fa vor able con di tions such as pro mis cu --

ity, bad hous ing con di tions, crim i nal ity,

ex ces sive pov erty, sub stance abuse, so cial

iso la tion, and instability (see for a clinical

illustration, Maas, 2004).

So cial iso la tion is as so ci ated with such

fac tors as di vorce and un em ploy ment. An

ad o les cent hav ing grown up in a dis or ga --

nized and iso lated fam ily will more likely

not have de vel oped af fec tive com mu ni ca --

tion skills or even ef fec tive com mu ni ca tion 

skills with the other mem bers of his fam ily 

be cause mem bers in the fam ily do not talk 

to each other. In these cir cum stances it is

hard to ac quire the nec es sary so cial skills

to suc ceed in build ing new relation ships

outside of the family.

Worse even, de fi cient in ter per sonal re --

la tion ships in the fam ily do not allow the

ad o les cent to ob tain the emo tional sup --

port nec es sary to get through the

hard ships of tem po rary in ter rup tions

(such as fights, mis un der stand ings, etc.) as

well of the def i nite in ter rup tions (e.g.,

break-ups, moves, etc.) of his new

relationships with his peers.

With this lack of so cial sup port or

when the in ter per sonal re la tion ships are

pres ent but toxic, the ad o les cent is more

likely to face se vere dis cour age ment, lead --
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ing even to sui cidal ideation (Everall et al.,

2005).

This paper has il lus trated the nor mal

chal lenges of ad o les cence with the pro --

mot ing as well as the hin der ing vari ables.

Some of the dif fi cul ties that ad o les cents

have in work ing to wards a clear sense of

iden tity trans late into tem po rary ad just --

ment prob lems (de pres sive moods,

with drawal, act ing out through ag gres sion

or sub stance use, and risk tak ing be hav --

iors) and some times into more chronic

pat terns (im pul sive ness, con duct dis or --

ders, de pres sion, chronic anx i ety,

sub stance abuse, or a co ex is tence of

diagnoses also referred to as co --

morbidity).

The early ex am ple (or story) of

Melanie shows how her par tic u lar vul ner --

a bil ity caused her grief in work ing through 

the chal lenges of ad o les cence.

5. Melanie’s struggle towards a

harmonious identity

a) The in te gra tion of bodily changes into a

new body image.

De spite her ap par ent self-as sur ance,

Melanie did n’t find her self at trac tive and

had con cealed her fem i nin ity in a mas cu --

line ex te rior, in dress and at ti tude. Her

anx i ety trans lated in such symp toms as in --

som nia and ex treme itch ing of her skin

that felt to her as if she was cov ered by

many in sects. Melanie had very lit tle sex --

ual ex pe ri ence and had be come very apt

at steer ing away of any sit u a tions that

could en tail a height ened phys i cal in ti macy. 

Though not so cially shy, she did n’t know

what to do with her sex ual feel ings re --

gard ing boys. Only when this was

dis cussed and put in the con text of her

nec es sary de vel op men tal changes, and

when the prac tice of some re lax ation

tech niques helped her gain some con trol

of her bodily sen sa tions, she was able to

be less anxious about her different rapport 

with boys.

b) Re vi sion of old de fense mech a nisms.

Melanie had lived her whole life with a

con stant pre oc cu pa tion and fear of aban --

don ment and re jec tion. She de fended

her self against that through ag gres sive be --

hav ior, push ing peo ple away, some times

be fore they could even be con sid ered

close. It was as if she tried to have oth ers

feel how she had felt: al ways un cer tain

about her mother’s con stancy in place and 

mood. Though ca pa ble of friendly in ter ac --

tion, she could be come over whelmed by

these feel ings of anx ious pow er less ness

when feel ing de pend ent on oth ers and

fear ing she would be left and ex cluded.

She was ex tremely sen si tive to crit i cism,

but on the other hand could herself be

outrageously mean with others.

As a child she had been more with --

drawn and shy, avoid ing so cial

re la tion ships. Ad o les cence brought her to

be come more as ser tive so cially, which

was ac com pa nied by a re kin dled fear of

re jec tion. She would go far in alien at ing

her fam ily (par tic u larly her grand mother)

and thus would find her self with out any

sup port when she went through a cri sis

with one of her friends.

c) Sec ond round of the sep a ra tion-in di vid -

u a tion pro cess.

Melanie still needed to be re as sured

about the con stancy of her pri mary care --
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giver(s). Al though her grand mother had

filled in when her mother was not ca pa ble 

of tak ing care of Melanie, the grand --

mother had not de vel oped into a se cure

at tach ment fig ure for Melanie. So mov ing

out of the fam ily cir cle brought a lot of

anx i ety and coun ter pho bic be hav ior. She

would en gage in more sep a ra tion than she 

could re ally han dle: She stayed out late,

even stay ing out all night with friends.

These be hav iors would cause re ac tions of

dis tanc ing and ultimately placement.

In her treat ment she needed to be ac --

knowl edged in her need for af fec tion and

con sid er ation and how she feared to be

con trolled by the per son she re lied on,

and how this would lead to am biv a lent

feel ings to wards the peo ple in her inner

cir cle (fam ily as well as friends). She

needed to be re minded how she had such

strengths as in tel li gence, kind ness, gen er --

os ity and humor. Along the same lines, she 

needed help to be come more tol er ant of

her weak nesses, such as her im pul sive ness 

and her ver bal lash ing out at peo ple with --

out pre vi ous thought. She needed to

un der stand that all of her emo tional re ac --

tions and the ex pres sions of her im pulses

all trans lated ef forts to as sert her iden tity,

to con struct her self-es teem, and to es --

tab lish friend ship and love re la tion ships

based on mutual respect of difference and

independence.

d) Chang ing pat terns of in ter ac tion with

fam ily and so cial cir cle.

Find ing a bal ance be tween time spent

with her friends and with her fam ily with --

out feel ing guilty or fear that her de ci sions 

might cre ate dis tance and even breakup

be came a major chal lenge for Melanie.  In

her case, she had to at tend to her mother

as well as her grand mother, which com pli --

cated things even more. An other

com pli cat ing fac tor was her wish and need 

to get closer to her fa ther and her

mother’s re fusal for this rap proche ment

to hap pen. Her mother stood in the way

of Melanie’s ob tain ing a pass port re quired

for her to travel to see her fa ther. This

strug gle with her mother for ac cess to her

fa ther brought a rel a tive ide al iza tion of her

fa ther and did not per mit her to ac knowl --

edge her am biv a lent feel ings to wards her

fa ther be cause of his lack of com mit ment.

Here Mela nie was caught be tween her

gen eral and nor mal de vel op men tal task of

tak ing dis tance of her fam ily and her un ful --

filled needs of close ness with her fa ther.

Help ing her ac knowl edge this need al lowed 

her to ex press her dis ap point ment with her 

fa ther and to see her re la tion ship with him

in a more re al is tic light.

The re la tion ships with a male ed u ca tor

and a male psy chol o gist were also help ful

in her quest for a pa ter nal pres ence in her

life.

The adults in her life were not all sup --

port ive when she had dif fi cul ties in her

re la tion ships with peers, so she had to

pick care fully with whom to talk. On the

fam ily side it was her grand mother who

re mained the most sta ble and most sup --

port ive fig ure, but Melanie re mained

dis trust ful of adults and be come better at

seek ing out more re li able peers. Al though

she con tin ued to pres ent as quite ma ture

and ad e quate, she needed and half heart --

edly ac cepted the guid ance of the youth

care workers.
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6. The therapeutic relationship: the

challenge for child and youth care

professionals

Child de vel op ment takes place over

time, and each phase of de vel op ment re --

quires of the child’s care taker an

un der stand ing of the par tic u lar i ties of the

de vel op men tal phase at hand more im por --

tantly, how to ad just his way of

ap proach ing, in ter ven ing, guid ing, talk ing,

and lis ten ing. Nat u ral care givers and pro --

fes sional care givers are con fronted at any

given stage of de vel op ment with the hard --

ships and the plea sures it brings, for the

child but also for them, giv en their per --

sonal his tory with this stage of

de vel op ment. De spite in tel lec tual knowl --

edge of child de vel op ment, the af fec tive

per sonal his tory of the pro fes sional and

nat u ral care giver will color his per cep tions 

and be hav ior in the in ter ac tions with chil --

dren and youth. The use of one’s self as a

work ing tool takes its full mean ing here

and re quires self-knowl edge in terms of

strengths and weak nesses due to tem per --

a ment, in tel lec tual ca pac ity, and per sonal

his tory. This in cludes per son al ity de vel op --

ment and fam ily and so cial en vi ron ment.

Em pa thy is an im por tant as pect of child

and youth care work, and it re quires, de --

spite dif fi cult cir cum stances, for one to

re main aware of where the youth comes

from and what his van tage point is. The

heat of the ac tion, and there is a lot of that 

in work ing with vul ner a ble youth, brings

the chal lenge of find ing the right bal ance

be tween con serv ing one’s self, by un der --

stand ing and con trol ling one’s af fect, and

re main ing open to hear and con tain the

pain and agony that is ex pressed. This is

true even in vile at tacks by the youth’s

strug gling with the par tic u lar hur dles that

make the nor mal de vel op men tal tasks of

ad o les cence seem like moun tains im pos si --

ble to climb. The chal lenge is to build a

strong enough re la tion ship be tween youth 

and care taker that can with stand ul te rior

cri ses. In gen eral, as sist ing vul ner a ble chil --

dren and youth is a very de mand ing task

and re quires work ing to gether from dif --

fer ent dis ci plin ary van tage points. These

youth tend to split their world in good and 

bad, and they might per ceive the pro fes --

sion als around him in the same fash ion.

In di vid ual pro fes sion als can over-iden tify

with the child’s “good” side and take po si --

tion against oth ers, just as the op po site

might occur when pro fes sion als only see

the “bad de struc tive” side of the youth

and in voke the need to pro tect one’s self

and the so ci ety against the youth.

Treatment teams then become the stage

on which the child’s inner reality and inner 

conflicts get played out in terms of conflict 

between individu als or between

professionals.

How can the pro fes sional allow trust

and a cer tain com mit ment to the ther a --

peu tic al li ance to build (ac cord ing to Shea,

2005) the following:

a) An ef fi cient trans mis sion of em pa thy

b) An ap ti tude to cre ate a se cu rity in duc -

ing cli mate

c) An au then tic ity and nat u ral ness

d) A ca pac ity to show re as sur ing com pe -

tency

e) A ca pac ity to as sess the ther a peu tic al li -

ance.

An efficient transmission of empathy

In order to be able to show em pa thy,

care ful in quir ing is re quired about the
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youth’s re al ity. Re spect of the emo tional

in ti macy of the youth is at the basis of any

good em pathic for mu la tion. There is a dif --

fer ence be tween say ing “you are to tally

dev as tated since your mother told ev ery --

one in court that she could n’t ever take

you back home” or a less in tru sive state --

ment, “After hear ing what your mother

said in court, it must feel that she de --

stroyed all you had going to gether.’ The

issue is also to ac knowl edge the pos si bil ity 

of ex pe ri enc ing cer tain emo tions with out

the youth’s feel ing that they are being im --

posed on him. For mu la tions can be better

ac cepted that sug gest “could it be that”

instead of affirm “You must be.”

An aptitude to create a security

inducing climate

This is often done by al low ing the

youth to go at his pace, by ask ing ques --

tions, and let ting the youth know that he

can an swer to the ex tent of his cur rent

trust of the pro fes sional. Safety has been

an issue for most of the vul ner a ble youth.

They must be re as sured that what ever is

said will not be held against them, just as

in di cat ing that his safety and the safety of

oth ers are par a mount. Thus the pro fes --

sional will act on state ments about the

in tent to harm self or oth ers. Both the

neg a tive (anger, sad ness) and the pos i tive

emo tions should be ac knowl edged and re --

ceived with the same wel com ing mes sage, 

while ac knowl edg ing the fear and worry

that these feel ings might bring. For in --

stance, the fear of being able to con trol

de struc tive feel ings or the worry of what

might hap pen once one ex presses car ing

for some one: Will this lead to another

rejection or breakup?

An authenticity and naturalness

With time any pro fes sional learns to in --

te grate his own way of being in a skill ful

and au then tic fash ion, for in stance, in the

way he asks ques tions. This con trib utes to 

the youth’s feel ing com fort able and being

re as sured by the com pe tency of the per --

son in front of him. Being au then tic is also

being true to one’s own feel ings, pay ing

at ten tion to feel ings of fear or sad ness that 

might all be in di ca tions of the youth’s

fright and de pressed af fect that he can not

ex press. Feed back to the youth on the im --

pact of his de meanor can be very help ful,

but one has to be very clear about one’s

in ten tions: e.g., is there a hid den mes sage

of pun ish ment for his anger or a mes sage

that ex cuses his be hav ior be cause he is a

vic tim of his en vi ron ment? Humor is often

help ful to show how life’s suf fer ing can not 

be avoided, but how shared misery is

sometimes less than half a misery.

A capacity to show reassuring

competency

Re as sur ing com pe tency will show in

the ca pac ity one has of ac knowl edg ing the 

youth’s ex pe ri ence and sit u ate it in the

con text of his gen eral de vel op ment. This

ed u cates the youth about the tasks all ad --

o les cents have to ac com plish in their own

way. It is also about ed u cat ing the youth

about anger man age ment and so cial skills,

and pro vid ing prac tice while building on

existing strengths.

A capacity to assess the therapeutic

alliance

Vul ner a ble youth will be sen si tive re --

gard ing in ter rup tions, per ceived side

tak ing. be trayal of con fi den ti al ity, and thus
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of trust. They need reg u lar re mind ers of

the “rules” of the ther a peu tic re la tion ship

and how it fits within a larger ther a peu tic

en deavor with other pro fes sion als. One

can some times ex pect more from the

work than is re al is tic. Reg u lar talk with

oth ers, ei ther through for mal su per vi sion

or more in for mal peer sup port about

one’s work, helps to re main re al is tic, but

it can also be a sup port in deal ing with the

set backs, the dis ap point ments, and the

lack of con crete feed back about the work

done. Some times, one finds out by fluke

only about how the youth he helped years 

ago has turned out, for the better or for

the worst.

Conclusion

Dif fi cul ties that ad o les cents go through

al ways have to be un der stood against the

back ground of nor mal ad o les cent de vel --

op ment. Cer tain dis ad van ta geous

con di tions bring more dif fi culty in deal ing

with the tasks of nor mal ad o les cent de vel --

op ment. As sist ing youth in their dif fi cul ties 

re quires the op ti mum use of the ther a --

peu tic re la tion ship and its con tain ment. A

mix of human warmth and car ing neu tral --

ity helps the youth focus on his is sues and

build on his strengths to develop his own

identity and sense of self-worth.

References
Brent, D. (1995). Facteurs de risque associes au

suicide a l’adolescence: Revue des

recherches. Prisme, 5(4), 360-374.

Brown, G, & Harris, T. (1989). Life events and

illness. New York: The Guilford Press.

Cyrulnik, B. (1999). Un merueilleux malheur.

Paris: Odile Jacob.

Durkheim, E. (1960). Le suicide, etude en

sociologie. Paris: Librairie Felix, Alcan, POF.

(Publication originale 1867).

Everall, R.D., Bostik, K.E., & Paulson, B.L.

(2005). I’m sick of being me:

Develop mental themes in a suicidal

adolescent. Adolescence, 40(160),

pp. 693-708.

Farberow, N. L.(1985).Youth suicide: A

summary. In M.L. Peck, N.L Farberow, R.E.

Litman, (Eds.), Youth Suicide (p.191-203). New

York: Springer.

Hanus, M. (1995). Deuil et adolescence.

Adolescence, Automne 1995 (26), Bayard

Editions, 79-98.

Laufer, M. (1989). Adolescence and adolescent

pathology: Clinical issues. Develop mental

Breakdown and Psychoanalytic Treatment in

Adolescence. Clinical Studie, (p.9-15). Yale

University Press.

Luthar, S.S. (2003). Resilience and vulnerability:

Adaptation in the context of childhood

adversities. Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press.

Maas, K. (2004). Intervenir aupres de jeunes

delinquents suicidaires. Une etude de cas

quebecois. In Prevention du suicide et

pratiques de reseaux: Deuxieme congres

international de la francophonie en prevention 

du suicide. (III/8-III\3). Liege: Maison du

social.

McGuffin, P., Katz, R, & Rutherford, J. (1991).

Nature, nurture and depression: A twin

study. Psychological Medecine, 21, 329-335.

Rutter, M. (1987). Psychosocial resilience and

protective mechanisms. Journal of

Orthopsychiatry, 7, 316-331.

Rutter, M. (2002). The interplay of nature,

nurture and developmental influences:

The challenge ahead for mental health. Archives

of General Psychiatry, 59, 996-1000.

Rutter, M. (in press). Natural experiments,

causal influences and policy develop ment. In 

M. Rutter, & M.Tiendra (Eds.), Ethnic

variations in intergenerational continuities and 

47CYC-Online March 2011  /  Issue 145



discontinuities in psychosocial features and

disorders. NY and London: Cambridge

University Press.

Samy, M.H. (1990). L’adolescent suicidaire.

Association Quebecoise de Suicidologie.

Actes du 3-e Colloque Provincial. Le suicide a

travers les ages. Ste Foy, Quebec, Mai

1989.

Seguin, M., Brunet, A, & Leblanc, 1. (2006).

Intervention en situation de crise et en

contexte traumatique. Montreal: Gaetan

Morin.

Shea, S.c. (2005). La conduite de l’entretien

psychiatrique (French Edition) J.1. Terra and

M. Seguin. Paris: Elsevier.

Shelly, M., Moreau, D., Yang, 1., Gendre, c., &

Mailloux, M. (2004). Evaluation de deux

indicateurs inedits associes a la tentative de

suicide chez l’ adolescent et Ie jeune adulte. 

Prevention du suicide et pratiques de reseaux:

Deuxieme congres international de

lafrancophonie en prevention du suicide,

(II/9-II118). Liege: Maison du social.

Winnicott. D. (1970). The maturational processes

and the facilitating environment. London:

Hogart Press.

From Journal of Child and Youth Care Work. Vol

22, pp99-110

CYC-Online March 2011  /  Issue 14548



I
 have a sea son ticket to watch Hibs,

one of Ed in burgh’s two pro fes sional

foot ball (soc cer) teams. It has n’t been a

good sea son so far for Hibs sup port ers.

Up until the past cou ple of weeks they

had hardly won a game and were be gin --

ning to be thought of as can di dates for

rel e ga tion from the top di vi sion. They had

prob lems in every area of the field but es --

pe cially in front of goal. An op por tu nity

that pre sented it self in a re cent match was 

symp tom atic of their plight. Our cen --

tre-for ward was through on goal. Any

cen tre-for ward worth his salt in that sit u a --

tion would have driven for ward force fully

and at very least got a shot on tar get. But

our cen tre-for ward at tempted some fancy 

back flick to a col league in a less prom is ing 

po si tion than he was and the move pe --

tered out. Ba si cally, he shirked

re spon si bil ity.

To be hon est, I don’t blame him. In an --

other time and place he might have burst

the net. But he was bear ing down on goal

in a par tic u lar time and place; the team

was n’t play ing well, he had hardly scored a 

goal all sea son and the fans were on his

case. Had he gone for goal and hit Row Z

then the clam our from the touchlines

would have reached fever pitch And of

course, this feeds into a vi cious cir cle that

saps a player’s con fi dence still fur ther and

makes it less likely that he will do what a

con fi dent cen tre for ward will do in such

cir cum stances.

I’ve ad mit ted be fore in this col umn to

my pro pen sity to use foot ball as a way in

to re flect on some of the deeper things in

life. So, I found my self pon der ing what this 

lit tle cameo might have to say about child

and youth care prac tice. I am in creas ingly

com ing round to the view that such prac --

tice is, at root, about tak ing re spon si bil ity.

The so ci ol o gist, Zygmunt Bauman, draws

on the Cre ation Story to pose the ques --

tion, ‘Am I my Brother’s Keeper?’ The

an swer, he avers, is self-ev i dent – of

course I am; I be come aware of my

brother’s de pend ence and I need to reach 

out to him (or her). It is such a sense of

moral pur pose that brings us in to child

and youth care and which sus tains us in it.

That sense of moral pur pose can be

sapped, though, in con texts that make it

dif fi cult for us to take re spon si bil ity. And

many cur rent con texts do just that and
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they do so under the ban ner of im prove --

ment, mod ern iza tion or what ever, the

buzz word of the day might be. Ex ces sive

reg u la tion saps re spon si bil ity. When rules

and reg u la tions take pre ce dence over

moral pur pose, Bauman ad vises, the first

thing to go is the moral im pulse that

brought most peo ple into care work in

the first in stance. The task be comes re de --

fined to wards fol low ing the rules and

being ‘pro fes sional’. All too often, our

view of what it is to be pro fes sional means 

being ob jec tive and de tached, and fail ing

to take re spon si bil ity.

Re gimes of ac count abil ity that de gen er --

ate into noisy cul tures of blame also

dis si pate the urge to reach out to the

other. In child and youth care, we are

called to take re spon si bil ity in sit u a tions

that are messy and am big u ous and where

the out come is un cer tain. Our in ter ven --

tions might just as eas ily end up in Row Z

as in the back of the net. And the Row Z

sce nario risks un leash ing the self-righ teous 

guard ians of a ‘best prac tice’ that they

rarely deign to model but are only too

keen to judge oth ers against.  Like Hibs’

hap less cen tre for ward it can feel eas ier in 

such con texts to en gage in some fancy

foot work and pass the buck to a col league 

or, in creas ingly, in our brave new world of

inter-agency work ing, to farm the prob --

lem out still fur ther to the po lice or the

health ser vices or any where else that al --

lows us to ab solve our selves from tak ing

re spon si bil ity.

The up shot of all of this is prac tice cul --

tures beset with what a re cent ar ti cle calls 

in sid i ous le nien cies, ba si cally, a lack of

moral pur pose or sense of know ing what

it was that we came into this game for in

the first place. We can all be prey to a fail --

ure to take re spon si bil ity. For the past few 

months now I have been putt ing off get --

ting in touch with a cou ple of young adults 

I looked after as youths. I ra tio nal ize my

fail ure; I con vince my self that they have

oth ers that can reach out to them. I ques --

tion whether I am that im por tant to them

any way – and maybe I’m not. But I still

feel some sense of un fin ished busi ness,

some sense of re spon si bil ity. This sense of

angst is, I sus pect, part and par cel of tak --

ing a moral stance – we are left with the

gnaw ing feel ing that we are not moral

enough, that we have not taken suf fi cient

re spon si bil ity in reach ing out to the other.

It is maybe when this sense of not hav ing

done enough leaves us or when we ra tio --

nal ize it be hind no tions of pro fes sional

dis tance that we need to touch base with

what it was we came into child and youth

care for.

On a more pro saic note, Hibs have

turned some thing of a cor ner in re cent

weeks and have won their last three

games. There is more of a spring in the

step of the play ers – they look more con fi --

dent and are be gin ning to take some

re spon si bil ity for what they do on the

park. I see signs, too, that res i den tial child

care work ers in Scot land (and in deed else --

where across the Brit ish Isles) are grow ing 

in con fi dence and are be gin ning to take

re spon si bil ity for their own fu ture through 

set ting up new prac ti tio ner-led as so ci a --

tions. Far better to take such re spon si bil ity 

than to wash one’s hands, to be in dif fer --

ent, or to pass the buck. At the end of the

day kids need adults around them who

feel some sense of per sonal re spon si bil ity

to wards them.  
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A
l though the In di vid u als with Dis abil --

i ties Ed u ca tion Act (IDEA, 1990;

1997) has pro vided a na tional man --

date to help high school stu dents with

dis abil i ties grow into in de pend ent adults,

youth with emo tional and be hav ioral dif fi --

cul ties con tinue to ex pe ri ence

con sid er able prob lems mov ing into adult

roles. Their ad just ment into so cially ac --

cept able adult roles has been ex am ined in

a num ber of fol low-up and fol low-along

stud ies. This re search con sis tently shows

that many of these young peo ple achieve

only a few of the crit i cal post-school out --

comes iden ti fied by Will (1984), Halpern

(1985), and oth ers (Clark, Unger, & Stew --

art, 1993; Davis & Vander Stoep, 1996):

 • High school com ple tion. In nu mer -

ous stud ies, stu dents who have

ex pe ri enced emo tional and/or be hav -

ioral dif fi cul ties have been found to

have the high est high school drop out

rates among all exceptionalities

(Brown, 1995; Marder & D’ Amico,

1992; Wag ner, 1993). 

• Postsecondary or vo ca tional ed u ca -

tion. Only 7 to 26 per cent of the youth 

who do grad u ate go on to ac cess

postsecondary ed u ca tion and train ing

(Blackorby & Wag ner, 1996; Marder &

D’ Amico, 1992; Sil ver, Unger, & Fried -

man, 1994). 

• Em ploy ment. These young peo ple are 

more likely to be un em ployed,

under-em ployed, or em ployed in lower 

skilled jobs than any other groups of

the same age (Blackorby & Wag ner,

1996; Marder & D’ Amico, 1992; Sil ver 

et al., 1994). The earn ings of these
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young peo ple are slightly more than

the min i mum wage and often in less

than full-time em ploy ment, plac ing

them in pov erty (Davis & Vander

Stoep, 1997; Sil ver et al., 1994). 

• In de pend ent liv ing. With out em ploy -

ment, ben e fits, and ad e quate in come,

many of these young adults are un able

to at tain a level of fi nan cial self-suf fi -

ciency nec es sary to live in de pend ently

(Sil ver et al., 1994; Wag ner, D’Amico,

Marder, Newman, & Blackorby, 1992). 

There fore, they are at great risk of

home less ness and de pend ency on pub -

lic as sis tance once they leave the

school sys tem (Doren, Bullis, & Benz,

1996; Greenbaum, Prange, Fried man,

& Sil ver, 1991; Davis & Vander Stoep,

1997; Way et al., 1997). 

• Stay ing clear of the crim i nal jus tice 

sys tem. An es ti mated 150,000 youth

with emo tional and be hav ioral dif fi cul -

ties are de tained in the Amer i can

ju ve nile jus tice sys tem each year (Davis 

& Vander Stoep, 1997; OJJDP, 1995).

The ar rest rate of these young peo ple

is re ported to be more than twice that

of peers with other dis abil i ties and

three times that of peers with no dis -

abil ity (Greenbaum et aI., 1996;

Prange, Greenbaum, & Fried man,

1993; Wag ner, 1995). They are more

than twice as likely as youth with other 

dis abil i ties to be liv ing in a cor rec tional

fa cil ity, half way house, drug treat ment

cen ter, or “on the street” (Wag ner

1995). 

• So cial ad just ment. Fi nally, youth with 

emo tional and be hav ioral dif fi cul ties

are more likely to dem on strate sub -

stance abuse, psy chi at ric dis or ders, and 

poor work, mar i tal, and oc cu pa tional

ad just ment than other groups (Doren

et aI., 1996; Way et al., 1997). 

The human and so ci etal costs of these

young peo ple’s jour neys into adult hood

are enor mous. In creased at ten tion needs

to be fo cused on de vel op ing and im ple --

ment ing in te grated sys tems that fa cil i tate

their vo ca tional, so cial, and com mu nity

tran si tions (Clark & Foster-Johnson,

1996). 

Best Practices in Nine Transition

Programs 

To iden tify the best prac tices in tran si --

tion pro grams for youth with emo tional

and be hav ioral dif fi cul ties (ages 16-22),

Clark and Stew art (1992) con ducted a

sur vey of 254 tran si tion pro grams across

North Amer ica, vis it ing nine of them in

order to ex am ine their val ues and prac --

tices. Al though the tran si tion pro grams

stud ied pre sented a wide range of sup --

ports and ser vices, seven com mon cru cial

fea tures were iden ti fied (Clark & Fos --

ter-John son, 1996; Clark et al., 1993): 

1. Con sumer-Cen tered Ori en ta tion 

In these nine con sumer-cen tered pro --

grams, staff en cour aged youth to take an

ac tive role in plan ning their tran si tion to

work and adult com mu nity life by al low ing

them to make de ci sions re gard ing their fu --

tures. For ex am ple, the young peo ple

served by these pro grams often de ter --

mined who would par tic i pate in their

tran si tion pro cesses. Fam ily mem bers,

friends, co work ers, ther a pists, church

mem bers, etc., were in vited to join to --

gether to cre ate a nat u ral sup port sys tem
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to help the youth reach their goals. In ad di --

tion, the young per son’s skills, strengths,

pref er ences, cul tural val ues, lim i ta tions, and 

per sonal goals were used to guide ed u ca --

tional op por tu ni ties, pre-em ploy ment

ex pe ri ences, and em ploy ment. This focus

clearly in creased in ter est, in volve ment, and 

self-de ter mi na tion for the young peo ple. 

For ex am ple, at one of the pro grams

we vis ited, Jose Sanchez, a 17 -year-old,

strong, tall, His panic young man, had not

been in school since he was ar rested three 

months be fore. Jose had been in and out

of a va ri ety of out-of-home place ments

since he was eight years old. Re leased to a 

fos ter home in his home town of San An --

to nio, Jose had been man dated by the

judge to re turn to school and keep out of

trouble. 

Through out his mul ti ple place ments

and in car cer a tions, Jose had al ways man --

aged to keep the ten-speed bi cy cle he had 

pur chased three years ago with money

given to him by his Aunt Rosie. Jose had

main tained his bi cy cle in ex cel lent con di --

tion de spite the miles he had put on it.

A tran si tion spe cial ist at Jose’s new

school worked with him on iden ti fy ing his

in ter ests and skills and on ex press ing them 

at his tran si tion plan ning meet ing. His

team was very sup port ive of his in ter est in 

me chan ics. With the team’s en cour age --

ment, Jose joined a school-to-work

pro gram that taught skills for re pair ing

bikes and small en gines. The tran si tion

spe cial ist helped him find an after-school

job op por tu nity that re quired these new

skills and helped him pre pare for the in --

ter view. Now, along with his school

ac tiv i ties, Jose works at a bicycle shop in

his neighborhood. 

2. Com mu nity In clu sion En vi ron ments

Ef fec tive tran si tions to the world of

work and adult com mu nity life were

clearly en hanced in pro grams that helped

youth ac quire com mu nity-rel e vant skills. It 

was im por tant for these youth to learn

how to func tion in the main stream of the

com mu nity be side reg u lar stu dents, com --

mu nity mem bers, and co work ers. In the

nine pro grams vis ited, such en vi ron ments

in cluded practicum ex pe ri ences in a com --

pet i tive work en vi ron ment,

school-spon sored work ex pe ri ences,

com mu nity-based in struc tion, apart ment

liv ing, and after-work so cial ac tiv i ties with

co-work ers. 

Com mu nity busi nesses and in dus tries

were also a tre men dous part ner in the

tran si tion pro grams when their youth

were ready to enter the labor mar ket. In

ad di tion, the busi nesses’ unique needs

were often met by these in ter ested young 

peo ple. For ex am ple, at the Marriott

Foun da tion for Peo ple with Dis abil i ties

(Tilson, Luecking, & Don o van, 1994), a

school-to-work pro gram, em ployer rep --

re sen ta tives worked closely with youth

who had ex pe ri enced dif fi cul ties in order

to place and sup port them in cor po --

rate-spon sored in tern ships. Such

in tern ships pro vided the young peo ple

with work ex pe ri ences that helped them

gain the skills and ex pe ri ence nec es sary to 

seek competitive employment later in life. 

3. Com pre hen sive Sup ports and

Ser vices

An array of in di vid u al ized sup ports and

ser vices is es sen tial dur ing the tran si tion

from school to the world of em ploy ment

and in de pend ent liv ing. The sup ports and
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ser vices pro vided by the model pro grams

vis ited were thus ar ranged to sup port the

young per son in four dif fer ent tran si tion

do mains: em ploy ment, ed u ca tional op por --

tu ni ties, liv ing sit u a tion, and community

life (see figure). 

For ex am ple, in the em ploy ment do --

main, the nine pro grams pro vided a

va ri ety of work op por tu ni ties as well as

em ploy ment sup port (e.g., em ploy ment in 

a large hotel or in a park with a coworker

iden ti fied as a train ing men tor). Sim i larly,

in the do main of com mu nity life, sup ports

and ser vices were pro vided in dif fer ent

set tings by var i ous sup port ive in di vid u als,

in clud ing the youth’s nat u ral sup port sys --

tem. For ex am ple, a live-in aunt taught her 

nephew how to cook at home; a teacher

helped her stu dents es tab lish an Internet

us ers’ group; and a case man ager helped a 

young per son ob tain the nec es sary fi nan --

cial means to move into an apart ment.

These sup ports and ser vices were most

ef fec tive when they were in di vid u al ized,

flexible, and reflected the changing needs

of the young person. 

4. Con ti nu ity from a Con sumer’s

Per spec tive 

Con ti nu ity of sup port is es sen tial dur --

ing the tran si tion to adult liv ing, es pe cially

when a young per son turns 18 and must

begin to ac cess adult ser vices. To pro vide

such con tin ued ser vices across all of the

tran si tion do mains, a va ri ety of in ter --

agency link ages and col lab o ra tive

struc tures are re quired. For ex am ple, in

some pro grams that were vis ited, tran si --

tion spe cial ists or case man ag ers as signed

to tran si tional youth were em ployed

half-time in chil dren’s men tal health and

half-time in adult men tal health so they

had au thor ity to work in both are nas. In

other com mu ni ties, re gional and

state-level in ter de part men tal teams were

formed to co or di nate avail able re sources

and to resolve issues related to specific

individuals. 

How ever, in the pro grams vis ited, con --

ti nu ity was best achieved from the

con sumer’s per spec tive when the pro --

gram fo cused on es tab lish ing the young

per son as his or her own “life man ager,”

teach ing self-ad vo cacy and re lated skills

that al lowed him or her to func tion as in --

de pend ently as pos si ble. Hand in hand

with this focus was the agen cies’ de vel op --

ment of re li able nat u ral so cial sup port

sys tems. In many cases, these sup ports

were the only ones that con tin ued after

managed care had pulled its funding.

 

5. Un con di tional Safety Net of

Sup port 

An other cru cial fea ture iden ti fied in

some of the pro grams was their un con di --

tional safety net of sup port. These ser vice

pro vid ers had made the de ci sion that they 

would not deny ser vices to any youth

under any cir cum stances, but rather adapt 

their sup ports and ser vices as nec es sary.

This com mit ment was a pow er ful ex pres --

sion by staff of their hope ful ness and a

pos i tive af fir ma tion of the young person’s

worth and merit. 

Ka lei do scope, a youth de vel op ment

pro gram in Chi cago, was one pro gram

that ex em pli fied this no eject/no re ject

pol icy. The pro gram made an un con di --

tional com mit ment to tran si tional youth

with emo tional and be hav ioral dif fi cul ties

by ac cept ing re fer rals based on the com --
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TRANSITION DOMAINS

          Employment

• Competitive employment
• Supported employment
• Transitional employment
• Work experience
        opportunities

        Living Situation

• Independent residence
• Residing with natural,
      adoptive or foster family
• Semi-independent living
• Supported living
• Group/Boarding home
• Restrictive setting

  Educational Opportunities

• Workplace educational
      programs
• High school completion or
      GED certificate
• Vocational/technical certificate
• Associate/Bachelor’s degree

The four transition domains: three major setting-based domains and one community life domain
that encompass skills and activities that are relevant across all of the domains.

(Reprinted from Clark and Foster-Johnson, 1996, with permission from Paul H. Brookes.)

Community Life: Skill, Resources and Activities

• Daily living skills
    • Relationship development
       • Community social support
           • Health care and fitness

• Substance abuse prevention and maintenance
• Emotional/behavioural management
• Leisure time & fun
• Sex education and birth control

• Transportation resources and skills
• Social interaction and problem solving
• Cultural/spiritual resources
• Safety skills



mu nity’s de ter mi na tion of who was to be

ad mit ted, and by un fail ingly ad just ing ser --

vices and sup ports based on the cur rent

and fu ture chang ing needs of each in di vid --

ual. Ka lei do scope did not pu ni tively

dis charge any of the youth involved in

their transitional program. Although a few 

youth de cided to leave the pro gram on 

their own, and oth ers left due to con tin --

gen cies such as crim i nal con vic tions that

in volved prison terms, ad min is tra tors and

staff at Ka lei do scope “stuck with” the

youth they served, “no matter what.” 

6. Skill De vel op ment 

Al though vo ca tional train ing and ca reer 

de vel op ment often pre dom i nate in tran si --

tion pro grams, other com mu nity life skills

also need to be taught, in clud ing prob lem

solv ing, com mu ni ca tion, daily liv ing,

money man age ment, per sonal hy giene,

house keep ing, emo tional/be hav ioral

self-man age ment, and so cial de vel op ment. 

Nu mer ous cur ric ula on the mar ket offer a 

va ri ety of mod els and strat e gies for teach --

ing such prevocational and life skills.

How ever, these ap proaches often do not

ac count for the di ver sity of in di vid ual

needs of tran si tional youth. To avoid this

def i cit, the nine pro grams pro vided in --

struc tion in nat u ral com mu nity

en vi ron ments, such as in te grated work

sites, apart ments, and shop ping malls, to

teach these important skills most

effectively and functionally. 

For ex am ple, tran si tion spe cial ists in

sev eral of the pro grams vis ited ac tu ally

helped tran si tional youth es tab lish them --

selves in apart ments in the com mu nity.

They helped them se lect the apart ment,

fur nish it, and ob tain nec es sary kitchen ap --

pli ances, hy giene sup plies, and clean ing

ma te ri als. As the young per son moved

into the apart ment, the tran si tion spe cial --

ists taught and re in forced such skills as

bud get ing, shop ping, cook ing, clean ing,

and getting along with neighbors. 

7. Out come Ori en ta tion 

Fi nally, all of the pro grams vis ited ex --

hib ited an out come ori en ta tion that

em pha sized three fea tures: con sumer out --

comes, sys tem re spon sive ness, and

sys tem ef fec tive ness (VanDenBerg, Beck,

& Pierce, 1993). Lim ited re sources, new

leg is la tive man dates, and chang ing views

about the needs for on go ing ser vices for

youth dur ing tran si tion all in di cate the

need for in creased eval u a tion of pro grams 

and youth out comes. Ser vice pro vid ers

who were in ter ested in and re spon sive to

such eval u a tion data seemed to be more

ef fec tive than those who were not

involved in monitoring outcomes. 

For ex am ple, the school at tended by

Jose, the young man pre vi ously de scribed

in this ar ti cle, went the extra mile to track 

out comes. Not only did this pro gram

mon i tor Jose’s out comes closely (he only

par tially met his ac a demic goals, but was

suc cess ful in achiev ing each of his em ploy --

ment and in de pend ent liv ing goals), the

pro gram also ag gre gated such out comes

data on a reg u lar basis to de ter mine how

the pro gram was doing over all. These data 

on goal com ple tion were tracked across

the tran si tion do mains of em ploy ment,

ed u ca tional op por tu ni ties, living situation,

and community life. 

Best Practices Are Not Enough 

To “make it” as adults is par tic u larly dif --
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fi cult for youth with emo tional and

be hav ioral chal lenges. Many en coun ter

eco nomic hard ship, in sta bil ity, and de --

pend ence when they leave school to enter 

the world of em ploy ment and in de pend --

ent liv ing. The con se quences of being set

adrift dur ing this tran si tion can be tragic if

these young peo ple are left with out so cial

or in de pend ent liv ing skills and com mu nity 

sup port. To be ef fec tive, pro fes sion als and 

com mu nity mem bers must ad dress the

com plex, mul ti ple, and in ter re lated needs

of this pop u la tion across the four tran si --

tion do mains of em ploy ment, ed u ca tional

opportunities, living situation, and

community life. 

Tran si tion sys tems based on the seven

best prac tices iden ti fied above will clearly

be more ef fec tive in ad dress ing these

youths’ needs than those that are not.

How ever, adopt ing best prac tices alone

may not be enough to en sure suc cess ful

tran si tions. In ad di tion, al ter na tive meth --

ods of pro vid ing post-sec ond ary and

vo ca tional train ing need to be de vel oped

in order to ex pand the vo ca tional and ac a --

demic op tions of youth with emo tional

and be hav ioral dif fi cul ties. Greater col lab --

o ra tion among re quired sup port ive

re sources and ser vices also needs to occur 

(Clark & Fos ter-John son, 1996). And fi --

nally, fur ther re search and de vel op ment

ef forts must be un der taken to ad dress

crit i cal is sues faced by youth and young

adults in their cru cial tran si tions from

school to adult liv ing. These sys temic de --

vel op ments, in con junc tion with best

prac tices, may be what are required to

ensure more successful transitions like

Jose’s. 
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In De cem ber’s col umn, I of fered an ar --

gu ment that staff in res i den tial child care

need con tain ment in order to do ther a --

peu ti cally con tain ing work with chil dren

and young peo ple in their care.  This work 

often causes anx i ety, which gets in the

way of clear see ing and thinking.

So in this month’s col umn I turn my

focus to the pro vi sion of con tain ing pro --

cesses for prac ti tio ners. Ruch (2008)

pro poses a use ful model for think ing about

the way or gani sa tions can pro mote con --

tain ing con texts, called ho lis tic con tain ment.  

This model helps to make sense of al ready

ex ist ing con di tions or prac tices.  It also

helps to iden tify miss ing or coun ter pro duc --

tive prac tices, en abling us to better

un der stand why we should strive to im --

prove them and how we might go about it.

Holistic Containment

Ho lis tic con tain ment is com prised of

three fac ets: emo tional, or gani sa tional and 

epistemological.  I like Ruch’s use of the

word facet be cause it re minds me of a

pre cious gem – each facet is sim ply a dif --

fer ent face of that gem.  The fac ets of

ho lis tic con tain ment are sim i larly in ter re --

lated and when com bined, make up the

over all con tain ment which pro vides op ti --

mal con di tions for clear think ing,

emo tional availablilty and reflection on

practice. 

Emotional containment

Emo tional con tain ment can be thought

of as feel ing con tain ment. It is about

help ing prac ti tio ners to man age emo tions

en coun tered in prac tice.  On a basic level,

emo tional con tain ment pro vides the nec --

es sary sup port to make the dif fi cult times

more bear able.  How ever, emo tional con --

tain ment is also about help ing to make

un think able ex pe ri ences or feel ings think --

able, cre at ing a space where it is safe to

ex press them.  

Prac ti tio ners often pro vide emo tional

con tain ment for one an other.  Words of
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en cour age ment or ges tures of sup port can 

have the im me di ate ef fect of mak ing feel --

ings more man age able.  Some times just

the pres ence of a par tic u lar col league can

make the rest of the team feel a bit less

anx ious and a bit more ca pa ble (and,

often, this in turn makes the kids feel a bit

less anx ious about the adults’ abil ity to

hold it all to gether).  In this case, that col --

league may in deed have a con tain ing

pres ence.

In Scot land, cups of tea serve a con tain --

ing func tion.  A cuppa is usu ally of fered

when a per son has just been through a

stress ful event at work, both to en cour age 

tak ing a break from the dif fi culty, and as a

way of mak ing a nur tur ing, sup port ive ges --

ture with out emphasising the per son’s

vul ner a bil ity.  The cuppa is es pe cially ef --

fec tive when the per son know just how

you like it.

Good su per vi sion is emo tion ally con --

tain ing, es pe cially when it cre ates a safe

space to iden tify and ex press feel ings that

are brought up in the work.  When we ex --

pe ri ence good emo tional con tain ment, we 

are better able to lis ten to chil dren and

make our selves emo tion ally avail able.       

Some might re sist the no tion that we

need emo tional con tain ment.  Think ing

about it might en gen der a feel ing of in ad e --

quacy or unprofessionalism.  I won der if

this also might pro voke deeper fears

about de pend ency, es pe cially for those

work ing in cul tures where in de pend ence

is highly prized.  Ruch makes an in ter est --

ing point, how ever, that emo tion ally

con tain ing con texts, ones that “en able

prac ti tio ners to ac knowl edge their pro fes --

sional de pend ency needs” (p. 298),

ac tu ally pro mote pro fes sional au ton omy. 

This is be cause emo tional con tain ment re --

duces the need to de fend one’s own

com pe tence and pro fes sional sur vival,

mak ing space to focus on (and at tune to)

the needs of the child. 

We know that, in chil dren, de pend ence 

is nec es sary for healthy de vel op ment and

that se cure de pend ence en ables in de --

pend ent func tion ing (Maier, 1979).  I

won der how often we think about, or

allow our selves to feel, our own de pend --

ency needs re lated to the work?  In fact,

when was the last time you heard those

three words strung to gether – pro fes --

sional de pend ency needs?

Organisational containment

Or gani sa tional con tain ment can be

thought of as doing con tain ment.  It is

es sen tially about or gani sa tional clar ity.  Ex --

pec ta tions, pro ce dures, rules and

struc tures that are clear and serve the

over all aims of the work help to con tain

anx i ety.  Per haps it is eas ier to see the op --

po site.  When there is a lack of clar ity

re lated to a new pro ce dure, for ex am ple,

or when a pro ce dure is per ceived as con --

trary to good prac tice, it raises anx i ety

and other un com fort able feel ings.  

At so cial pol icy and or gani sa tional lev --

els, the over rid ing focus seems to be on

ever more rules, reg u la tions and pro ce --

dures to keep chil dren safe and to

im prove prac tice.  Ruch is em phatic in

point ing out that this not only in ad e quate

to meet the needs of prac ti tio ners, it can

be coun ter pro duc tive.  Even when pol i --

cies and pro ce dures are clear and use ful,

with out the other fac ets of con tain ment,

they are often used to avoid anx i ety that it 

brought up in the work.  
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For ex am ple, some times it is eas ier to

hide be hind pa per work rather than fac ing

the chal lenges out on the floor.  De fer ring

to a rule rather than ex er cis ing our pro --

fes sional judge ment can give a sense of

cer tainty, even in the face of clearly poor

prac tice.  It pro vides us with a de fence

against the anx i ety we would feel if we

ven tured into un cer tain or con ten tious

ter ri tory.  Re duc ing our prac tice to tech --

niques buff ers us from the over whelm and 

in ad e quacy we feel when we re ally em --

brace the com plex ity of a sit u a tion. 

Fol low ing a pro ce dure is less anx i ety pro --

vok ing than sim ply being pres ent with a

child who is in pain (and with our own

pain that is trig gered by this).

So while good lev els of or gani sa tional

con tain ment are nec es sary as part of an

over all ho lis ti cally con tain ing work en vi --

ron ment, they must take their place

along side other fac ets of con tain ment if

they’re to be ben e fi cial.

Epistemological containment

Epistemological con tain ment, the final

facet, can be thought of as think ing con --

tain ment.  Basic epistemological

con tain ment is about spaces or fo rums

where prac ti tio ners can make sense of the 

more com plex, con ten tious and un cer tain

areas of prac tice.  It also is about re cog nis --

ing dif fer ent forms of knowl edge and how

they can in form our prac tice more richly. 

This facet of con tain ment en ables

open-mind ed ness.  It strength ens us to re --

sist the al lure of jump ing to con clu sions or 

cling ing to false cer tainty.  When we can

tol er ate un cer tainty better, we no tice

more and have greater cre ativ ity in un der --

stand ing and ad dress ing is sues.

Epistemological con tain ment has much

in com mon with mean ing mak ing.  In

Garfat’s (1998) study of the ef fec tive child

and youth care in ter ven tion, he as serts

that, to a great ex tent, the pro cess of in --

ter ven tion is a pro cess of mean ing mak ing.  

So much of the work is about try ing to un --

der stand how a kid is mak ing sense of

things, and then help ing him to find ways

to make sense of those things in ways that 

will serve him better.  I have found that I

am helped to do the same thing, at the

same time, through that pro cess.  

At tend ing to the pro cesses of mean ing

mak ing, our own as well as oth ers’, re --

quires open ness and being able to stay

grounded in not know ing.  Prac ti tio ners

need fo rums in which they can em brace

and ex plore dif fer ent sources of knowl --

edge in order to help them make sense of

events or as pects of prac tice.  Amongst

more re flec tive prac ti tio ners, these fo --

rums can arise in for mally, dur ing that

cuppa after the kids have gone to sleep, or 

with kids while ‘hang ing out and hang ing

in’.  These spon ta ne ous oc cur rences of

epistemological con tain ment are much

less likely, how ever, if there is not a de lib --

er ate and com mit ted pro vi sion of such

fo rums in a planned way.  Com mon op --

por tu ni ties for more for mal epistemo-   

log i cal con tain ment in res i den tial child

care in clude in di vid ual su per vi sion, group

su per vi sion, meet ings fo cused on one or

more of the kids (some times re ferred to

as case con fer ences or grand rounds), and

ex ter nal con sul ta tion.  It has been my ex --

pe ri ence, how ever, that these fo rums are

rarely used for the kinds of mean ing mak --

ing work that would con sti tute epistemo-

log i cal con tain ment.  As Ruch emphasised, 
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we’re so busy doing that we often fail to

at tend to feel ing and think ing.  

The weekly staff meet ing is a good ex --

am ple of how, in one of the places I

worked, we ob scured feel ings, mean ings,

and think ing about think ing with an eclips --

ing focus on doing.  We had a set,

re quired agenda that in cluded things like

menus, cloth ing and unit up keep.  Now

you would think that we could touch on

and tick off each of these more in stru men --

tal items rather quickly so that we could

get to more sub stan tial dis cus sion – dis --

cus sion that might ac tu ally pro vide a bit of

emo tional or even epistemological con --

tain ment.  In stead, we would get caught

up in pro tracted and un satis fy ing dis cus --

sions that did n’t seem to help de velop our

prac tice – week after week.  At the time, I 

had n’t ap pre ci ated the power of anx i ety. 

That anx i ety was doing two things: it was

keep ing us in the ‘safe’ ter ri tory of su per fi --

cial is sues, and it was in ter fer ing with our

abil ity to see clearly what was going on

and to do some thing dif fer ently.  Does this 

sound fa mil iar to any of you out there?

Relationship

The es sen tial thread that ties these fac --

ets of con tain ment is re la tion ship.  While

the fab ric and struc ture of a build ing, for

ex am ple, con trib utes to (or de tracts from) 

pro cesses of con tain ment, the main way

feel ing, doing and think ing con tain ment is

pro vided is through re la tion ships.  Even

some thing as seem ingly solid and static as

a pro ce dure (or gani sa tional con tain ment)

is sig nif i cantly af fected by how it is com --

mu ni cated and mod elled, both of which

are in flu enced by the re la tional con text

within which that com mu ni ca tion and

mod el ling takes place.  

For the most part, it is within in di vid ual 

re la tion ships and net works of re la tion --

ships that all three fac ets of con tain ment

take place.  Ho lis tic con tain ment (the in te --

gra tion of all three fac ets) can often

man i fest through an in di vid ual and how

she re lates to her team mates.  Unit man --

ag ers often bear the great est de mands

(usu ally un con scious de mands) for con --

tain ment, par tic u larly when simultan-

eously they’re in volved in di rect prac tice

(work ing di rectly with the kids) and in di --

rect prac tice (pro vid ing sup port, super-

vi sion and other man age ment func tions

for the team).  

Meet ing the con tain ment needs of unit

man ag ers war rants fur ther at ten tion and is 

key in pro vid ing con tain ing con texts for

prac ti tio ners, but, as ever, I’m run ning out

of words and time.  This will be the sub --

ject of a fu ture col umn.
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M
ost peo ple read ing this blog will

have grown up when news

broad casts hap pened at break --

fast, tea time and be fore bed. The con stant 

stream of news that hap pens today can

lead to a com pul sive ten dency to watch all 

the time, just in case some thing in the

world is hap pen ing.

To have live vi sual re ports from war

zones or nat u ral di sas ter areas is a rel a --

tively new phe nom e non that can have a

dis turb ing im pact on chil dren and adults

alike.

Next time

you watch

the news,

watch it with

the mind-set

of a child or

young per --

son… what

im pact would 

it have? The

head lines are

often sen sa --

tional;

mur der, war,

di sas ter, cat a --

strophic fi nan cial col lapse, mass

un em ploy ment, riots, shoot ings, stabbings, 

etc. Writ ing this, the news cov er age to --

night is mass mur der in the USA and

dev as tat ing floods in Queensland, Aus tra --

lia.

It’s im por tant to pay close at ten tion to

what chil dren see in the news be cause

stud ies have shown that kids are more

afraid of vi o lence in news cov er age than in 

any other media con tent. By cre at ing a

proper per spec tive and con text for news

and cur rent events pro grams, we can help 

chil dren de velop the crit i cal think ing skills

they need to un der stand news sto ries and

the news in dus try. Chil dren are grow ing

up anx ious

and liv ing in

fear from

being bom --

barded with

doom and

gloom sto ries.

We as the

adults need to 

dis cuss and

ex plain cur --

rent af fairs at

a very basic

level, re as sur --

ing them and

help ing to de velop per spec tive. Just say ing 

‘don’t worry about it’ or ‘you’re too young 

to un der stand’ is not re as sur ance!
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Fur ther more, don’t as sume they have --

n’t re ally heard and un der stood what is

said about a dis turb ing news event – ask

first and, if they have, dis cuss it. Talk ing

hon estly and re as sur ingly about trau matic

events will go a long way in as suag ing their 

fears. Re as sure chil dren by giv ing them the 

facts. For ex am ple, ex plain that ter ror ist

threats are very real in cer tain places, but

not in their com mu nity.

Un der stand what news fright ens chil --

dren at dif fer ent ages. School-age chil dren 

are be gin ning to dis tin guish fan tasy from

re al ity and to worry about real-life dan --

gers. Help them to de velop a re al is tic

sense of dan ger by ex plain ing that trau --

matic events such as fires, fatal car

ac ci dents or plane crashes are rare, which

is why they’re con sid ered news wor thy. As 

chil dren get older, the closer an in ci dent is 

to the re al ity of their lives, the more dis --

turb ing it will be to them. For ex am ple, a

story about a high-school shoot ing may be 

more dis turb ing to a teen ager than a

youn ger child.

En cour age older chil dren to watch the

news and dis cuss cur rent events with you.

It’s im por tant that young peo ple un der --

stand what is going on in the world and

their com mu nity. Watch the news with

them and use it as a spring board to dis cuss 

dif fi cult top ics such as rac ism, sex u al ity,

ter ror ism, war, death, drug and al co hol

use.

Cre ate “teach able mo ments”. Keep a

globe, or book mark a world map on your

com puter, so you can ac cess it after

watch ing the news to look up coun tries or 

areas men tioned in sto ries. News items

often lack con text or thought ful anal y sis,

so use an encyclopaedia or the internet to

get more in-depth in for ma tion about an

issue or a coun try that kids show in ter est

in.

With older chil dren, when op por tu nity

arises, ex plain the busi ness of news. News 

media pro vide a valu able pub lic ser vice

but they are also busi nesses that, in most

cases, de pend on ad ver tis ing rev e nues to

sup port them. In the search for im ages

and sto ries that will at tract au di ences, the

news media tend to focus on sen sa tional

crimes, trag e dies and di sas ters or “soft”

news, such as en ter tain ment and life style

fea tures.

So cial work ers need to be dis cuss ing these 

mat ters with each other to heighten

aware ness. And in turn, they need to dis --

cuss it with their fos ter carers. This is a

great topic for dis cus sion in fos ter care

sup port groups.

Fi nally, try to find pos i tive news sto ries. 

Call at ten tion to sto ries that emphasise

pos i tive ac tions and peo ple mak ing a dif --

fer ence – sto ries about new med i cal

re search, peace ac cords, ac tiv ism on so cial 

or en vi ron men tal is sues and ex cep tional

achieve ments in sports, the arts or sci --

ences.
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A
 cou ple of years back, the fol low ing 

ques tion was sent in to CYC-NET

by some one who had ob vi ously

been hear ing a lot about “re la tion ships”

from his CYC friends.

I keep hearing so much about the

centrality of “the relationship” in the

work of child and youth care friends. 

Are they for real — or is this a bit

sentimental and bogus?  Surely the

doctor and the plumber and the auto

repairman must equally have good

relationships with their

customers/clients/patients? What’s so

different with child and youth care

people? — Jon (Jack)

The re sponses he got gave a pretty

good re view of the con cept, but un der --

stand ably from “in side” the field (see the

en tire dis cus sion ar chived on CYC-NET,

click “The Net work” then “INDEX of

more dis cus sion threads”).  As some one

in ter ested in what might be called “the

sci ence of child and youth care/work,” I

won dered what it would be like to try to

an swer him more ob jec tively, from “out --

side” the field.

To do this, I thought a chart com par ing

the four oc cu pa tions on some key vari --

ables would be a good place to start.  But, 

be fore long, it was ap par ent that the

plumber and auto re pair man were quite

sim i lar so the re pair man was dropped.  I
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also made the as sump tion that Jon, the

ques tioner, had in mind a small plumb --

ing/re pair busi ness rather than a large

heat ing-plumb ing com pany or a large auto 

deal er ship re pair fa cil ity, where re la tion --

ships, if any, are more likely to be with a

re cep tion ist or ser vice man ager.  A sin gle

fam ily phy si cian in pri vate prac tice was
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Issue/Variable Residential CYW Doctor:
private practice

Plumber:
sole proprietor

1. Client age Child/youth Children & adults Adults

2. Client’s choice in
choosing service

Low, or not at all Middling, depending
on supply of doctors,
etc.

High

3. How service is
purchased/paid for

By the state
(occasionally by
insurer)

By state/insurer
(occasionally by the
client)

By client
(occasionally by
insurer)

4. Type of service Personal: social,
behavioural

Personal: physical
primarily

Material/object

5. Qualifications needed 
to provide service 

2- or 3-year diploma
(avg.), not licensed

7 years min.

licensed

5-year apprenticeship

licensed

6. Goal/object of service General/multiple
Behavioural
improvement/
prevention

Specific Health
improvement/
prevention

Specific household
improvement/
prevention

7. Duration of specific
service

Weeks to
months/years;

Minutes Minutes to hours

8. Role of relationship in 
service

An end in itself (i.e., it 
is the service) &
means to an end

Means to an end Means to an end

9. Duration of
relationship

Days to 2 years Many years Many years

10. Others involved in
relationship

Up to 12 staff, 12
kids

1-2 staff 1-2 staff

11. Intensity of
relationship

High Low to Middle Low

12. Personal/private
intrusiveness

High High Low

13. Recourse if
dissatisfaction with
relationship

Parents/guardian,
possibly change
agencies

Change doctors Change plumbers

14. Expertise required
for the relationship
itself

High Low Low



chosen for the same reason.  

To re duce the need for an ex haus tive

study of var i ous ju ris dic tions, I lim ited the

ex am ples to Can ada, and On tario (where I

live) where nec es sary, for ex am ple in the

“qual i fi ca tions needed.”  So for in stance, in

the chart below, “the state” or gov ern ment 

re fers to the prov ince of On tario, since all

three oc cu pa tions are under pro vin cial ju --

ris dic tion.  As well, both CYW and med i cal

ser vices are largely paid for by the prov ince 

but oc ca sion ally an in surer will pay for

CYW ser vices (e.g., be hav ioural prob lems

as a re sult of a car ac ci dent) and some

extra med i cal ser vices.  Some med i cal pro --

ce dures can also be pur chased by the cli ent 

in pri vate clin ics.

The “Issue/Vari able” items were cho --

sen roughly on the basis of in creas ing

focus on the re la tion ship or in ter ac tion it --

self.  So the ini tial 8 items have to do with

the struc ture in which the re la tion ship

takes place – the gen eral ser vice pro vided

– and the re main ing items con cern the re --

la tion ship it self within that service.

I then re viewed the re sponses of those

that an swered Jon to see how their an --

swers com pared with the  chart items.  A

num ber men tioned one of the basic dif fer --

ences, that the re la tion ship in CYC is an

end in it self, not just a means to an end

(“Role of the re la tion ship in the ser vice”). 

Also men tioned a num ber of times was

the “Goal/ob ject of the ser vice” (e.g., for

the cli ent “to ex pe ri ence real, whole --

some, deep re la tion ships,” to learn the

“skills of con flict res o lu tion, car ing and

prob lem solv ing” and to “have a fair shot

at re lat ing, mu tu ally, with oth ers — with --

out hav ing to bully and dom i nate”).

The items on “In ten sity” and “Per --

sonal/pri vate in tru sive ness” of the

re la tion ship re ceived a fair bit of com --

ment.  This gen er ally took the form of

al most po etic state ments about the na ture 

of “re la tion ship” – “being in the mo ment,” 

“a feel ing of ‘we’-ness,” “the

transformational heart of child and youth

care,” and a “’fu sion of joint ex pe ri enc --

ing’.”  The neg a tive side of in ten sity

(tan trums, ag gres sion, scream ing, stony

re fusal, etc.) that was so much a part of

ear lier CYC writ ing (and many CYWs

pres ent-day ex pe ri ence) was no tice ably

ab sent.  Per haps it was this that led Jon to

com ment that such talk is “a bit

sentimental and bogus.”

The re spond ers’ com ments on the in --

ten sity of re la tion ships also sug gest the

kind of “Ex per tise re quired for the re la --

tion ship it self.”  The dis cus sants spent

some time di rectly on that, the kind of

skills and per sonal at trib utes needed to

make such transformational con nec tions

with chil dren and youth.  This, per haps in --

ev i ta bly, led to a dis cus sion about

pro cesses for se lect ing CYWs.  The clos --

est term for this that I could come to in

the chart for com par i son pur poses was

“Qual i fi ca tions needed.”  

And it is here that one of the stark est

con trasts comes out in the chart, by com --

par ing the plumber with the CYW.  The

CYW has sus tained con tact (#7 and #9),

with high in ten sity (#11) and per sonal in --

tru sive ness (#12), re quir ing high ex per tise 

(at least for the re la tional part, #14), but

only a 2- or 3-year di ploma is re quired

and no li cense (#5).  The plumber on the

other hand re quires a li cense and a 5-year

ap pren tice ship.  The con clu sion, as a di --

rect an swer to Jon, has to be:  
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A re la tion ship is cen tral to child and

youth care, but the plumber’s re la tion ship

is much more highly val ued by so ci ety – it

takes 5 years and a li cense just to enter

into the re la tion ship.  The im pli ca tions of

this for the need for strong pro fes sional

CYC associations seem to me to be pretty 

blatant. 

The other major con trast com ing from

the chart jumped out at me within min --

utes of start ing the chart – Item #2. 

Again as an an swer to Jon, the major dif --

fer ence be tween doc tors/plumb ers and

CYWs is that CYWs’ cli ents have lit tle to

no choice in en ter ing into the re la tion ship.  

And to draw the con trast even more

sharply, though the re la tion ship is going to

be long (#7 and #9), in tense, (#11), per --

sonal (#12), with prob a bly no way out

(#13), the cli ent has no choice.  And by

the way, it could in volve a lot of other

(no-choice) re la tion ships (#10), and so ci --

ety does n’t particularly care (#5).  

The im pli ca tions of this find ing from

the chart are nu mer ous, enough per haps

to re-open a CYC-NET dis cus sion on re --

la tion ships.  One CYW I showed the chart 

to saw the need for very spe cific types of

CYWs, ones who would be able to ap pre --

ci ate the con trol func tion of CYC yet at

the same time ex er cise the car ing func --

tion.  This as pect of the chart made me

won der how much of the be hav iour

CYWs deal with is the child’s re ac tion to

hav ing lit tle or no con trol or choice in the

mat ter.  It cer tainly re in forces the po si tion 

of those who have called for a greater

aware ness of the child’s sense of what

“com ing into care” means.

I’m sure there are many other im pli ca --

tions to be drawn from this ex er cise, but

for me the major one con cerned view ing

child and youth care/work as a “sci ence.” 

If sci ence in volves de fin ing con cepts in

ways that they can be mea sured and

tested – being more ob jec tive about our

pro fes sion – this small at tempt at doing so 

has def i nitely re in forced my view that

such an ap proach would be well worth

pur su ing.
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I
 am cur rently learn ing, or re-learn ing,

how in cred i bly dif fi cult it is to fol low

through on the changes that we know

we must make.  And as al ways, ob serv ing

my own ex pe ri ences in seek ing change in --

ev i ta bly pushes me to re flect on being

with young peo ple.  It es pe cially pushes

me to re flect on the ex pec ta tions I have

held, and I sup posed most of us hold, that

young peo ple make changes in order to

move for ward in as con struc tive and

mean ing ful a man ner as pos si ble.  On the 

one hand, such ex pec ta tions, when 

thought of not as im po si tions on

young peo ple in terms of how to be,

but rather as en cour age ment and ex --

pres sions of be liev ing in their ca pac ity to

be what they want to be, are nec es sary,

and they should al ways aim high.  On the

other hand, this is one of those times

when I re al ize just how much I rely on the 

gen er os ity, en cour age ment, sup port and

per haps most im por tantly, for give ness of

oth ers to keep try ing.  And then I won --

der whether young peo ple liv ing

under ex traor di nary cir cum stances,

per haps in res i den tial care or on

the streets, with men tal

health chal lenges or chron i --

cally re play ing trauma, can 

rely on sim i lar lev els of sup port and for --

give ness as they try to make what ever

changes they deem nec es sary.

Here is the thing; after a total com mit --

ment to smok ing cig a rettes (a lot of them) 

for the better part of the past 28 years (I

started very young), I am at tempt ing to

quit.  Cold tur key.  Just stop.  My at tempt

started as a New Year’s Res o lu tion, a

prac tice that ap par ently has a fail ure rate

of 99%, typ i cally within the first day or so.  

Look ing at it strictly from a di chot o mous

out comes per spec tive, I am doing well. 

Today, as I am writ ing this (it’s Val en --

tine’s Day), is Day 45.  But it re ally

would n’t do jus tice to the past 45 days to

just look at whether or not I am smok --

ing.  To be fair, I also have to cite these

de vel op ments:

• In order to sur vive each day, I

have to go for a min i mum of three 

walks, often in ex cess of one hour

per walk, and I don’t even have a

dog!

• My abil ity to focus on any given

task is lim ited, es pe cially when it

comes to writ ing tasks.  Whereas 

I used to be able to write for 45

min utes, then have a smoke,
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then do this all over again for a vir tu ally 

un lim ited amount of time, now I am

able to write for 5 min utes, then walk

for an hour, take  a shower, do some

ren o va tions in the base ment, go gro -

cery shop ping on foot, re view

home work with my kids, check the

soc cer scores from Ger many (and

some times also from Hol land, Bel gium, 

Spain, Brazil, Co lum bia, Uru guay and

of course, South Af rica), build a snow

man and then maybe, sit down to write 

for an other five min utes.

• To the ex tent that I do pro duce some

writ ing, I have a hard time using the ap -

pro pri ate fil ters (see my con tri bu tion

last month; sorry…)

• While I still don’t ever yell, I do argue

with just about any one at any time; it’s

al ways about crit i cal, life al ter ing is sues, 

such as whether it is the o ret i cally pos -

si ble to brush one’s teeth in less than

10 sec onds, why it might be more ef fi -

cient to just buy a yel low toi let seat

than to con stantly have to clean the

damn thing, and why it is that on those

rare oc ca sions that I ac tu ally want to

use the car I in vari ably have to first put

gas in it.

In other words, I have been a joy to be

around.  I do try, for the re cord, to bal --

ance this by doing the task-ori ented things 

that might be help ful at home (I cook, do

laun dry, wash dishes, buy gro cer ies, pon --

tif i cate about the qual ity of home work

com ple tion, etc.); at work, I focus my en --

ergy on being pres ent for my stu dents,

of fer ing lots of on-line sup port, face to

face con sul ta tion time, re search as sis tance 

and even par tic i pa tion in School so cial

events.  But my mind, clearly and cat e gor i --

cally, is on one thing and one thing only:

“please make it be to mor row, so that it

will be Day 46”.  I have no idea how that

is going to be help ful, but I fig ure when

one tries to change a be hav ior that one

has en gaged in ap prox i mately 200,000

times over the past 28 years, it might take

some time.  I am des per ately hop ing for a

grad ual re turn to my ver sion of nor malcy

roughly at Day 100.

So, what does this have to do with

child and youth care prac tice?  Or with

young peo ple seek ing change on their

own terms?  Well, I have so far been able

to main tain course only be cause of this:

• Most im por tantly, my wife and kids

have said:  “do what you gotta do,

how ever you have to do it, and take

how ever long you need to”;

• My non-smok ing friends have made no

at tempt to pre tend to un der stand or

re late to my cur rent strug gle, but with -

out ex cep tion they have said: “good for 

you”;

• My friends who them selves have quit at 

some point in their lives have said:  “I

know this is tough, but it does get

better; even tu ally you won’t think

about it at all”;

• My friends who con tinue to smoke and 

with whom I have shared many pre -

cious mo ments while smok ing have

said: “I am proud of you”;

• My friends who are re ly ing on me to

pull my weight in joint pro jects or ac -

tiv i ties have said: “I can do your part”.

I have al ways prided my self in being

crit i cal but not dis miss ive, edgy but not
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angry, non-com pli ant but not contrarian

for the sake of it.  For the past lit tle while,

I have at times floated be tween the ex --

tremes of these di chot o mies, but I have

had the lux ury of for give ness on the part

of those af fected.  In deed, if I re flect on all 

of the re sponses of those listed above,

they all have some thing in com mon; they

re flect an au then tic, non-judg men tal, en --

cour ag ing but not di rec tive, kind but not

un re al is tic, ac cep tance of where I am at

and where I would like to get to.  And

they ex press pa tience. 

My quest to change some thing in my

life feels all-con sum ing and barely pos si ble, 

but I am so far cop ing only be cause of the

gen er os ity of my so cial con text.  I can only 

imag ine what it might feel like for a young

per son in care, or faced with men tal

health chal lenges, or per haps liv ing on the

streets to take aim at some thing about her 

or his life that s/he knows ought to

change, but that is going to be hard as hell

to do.  And I won der if there are very

many young peo ple out there who get the 

kind of un qual i fied and to tally au then tic

re sponse from their so cial con text that I

have had the privilege of receiving.
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I
t was 1984. In that year, I had two

things ‘forced down my throat’ against

my will. The first was a pro gram based

pri mar ily on so cial skills train ing. The

other was a pro hi bi tion against re strict ing

chil dren for more than one or two days,

re gard less of their be hav ior. In com bi na --

tion, these led to a most suc cess ful

pro gram.

As the new di rec tor of a pro gram for

32 ad o les cent boys, I had taken months to 

get the pro gram in shape, re duc ing staff

turn over, calm ing the mi lieu, de vel op ing a

point sys tem, set ting up a coun cil of res i --

dents to plan ac tiv i ties and even to help

hire staff. I had put in many long hours. It

was just be gin ning to pay off. Then, along

came Mary. The agency had just cre ated a

new staff ed u ca tion de part ment and as --

signed Mary as the trainer for my

pro gram. I had known Mary for years in

an other agency. I al ways liked her as a

con ge nial and com pe tent col league and

was look ing for ward to work ing with her.

Mary met with me and told me she

wanted to put in a cur ric u lum to teach so --

cial skills to the boys and then train us to

teach the skills. I was ok with that. Then

she dropped the bomb. She was going to

base the point sys tem en tirely on so cial

skills. Boys would get points or lose points 

only for their use or fail ure to use these

so cial skills. She was going to change my

point sys tem!!!

I was out raged. I ar gued a bit. Ok, a

lot. Then Mary handed me a sheet of

paper with the skills and asked me, “John,

look at these skills. If the boys are doing all 

of these skills to these cri te ria, what prob --

lems could you pos si bly have?”

I looked over the skills and their be hav --

ioral def i ni tions, my mind rac ing to find

the flaws in her ap proach, to find the

prob lems for which these skills could not

pro vide. I could n’t think of even one. Can

you? 

I re al ized that these behaviorally de --

fined skills were what I had been look ing

for over the years, the com pet ing be hav --

iors that be hav ioral psy chol o gists talk

about, the be hav iors that make other un --

de sir able be hav ior im pos si ble. For
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Fol low ing In struc tions
look at the per son
lis ten to the in struc tion
ask ques tions if you don’t un der stand
say “ok”
do the in struc tion pleas antly
check back

Ac cept ing Crit i cism
look at the per son
lis ten to the crit i cism
ask ques tions if you don’t un der stand
state any ob jec tions calmly one time
lis ten to the re sponse
say “ok”
re frain from mak ing ex cuses
re frain from re turn ing the crit i cism

Ac cept ing “No” 
state ob jec tions one time only
say “ok” 
use ap pro pri ate lan guage
use ap pro pri ate voice tone
con trol your tem per
re frain from whin ing or com plain ing 
re frain from mak ing threats

Adult Re la tions
main tain eye con tact
speak re spect fully
use ap pro pri ate lan guage
use ap pro pri ate voice tones
an swer when spo ken to
speak clearly and dis tinctly
re frain from using slang
re frain from touch ing

Peer Re la tions
speak re spect fully
use ap pro pri ate voice tones
use ap pro pri ate lan guage
re frain from name call ing
re frain from teas ing
re frain from horse play

re frain from in ap pro pri ate touch ing

Re spect for Prop erty
ask per mis sion to use some thing be long ing    
to some one else
re turn things the way you got them
re turn or put things away when fin ished
use things only for the pur pose in tended
re place any thing you lost or dam aged

Ex press ing Anger Ap pro pri ately
tell some one calmly why you are angry
lis ten to what they have to say
ex press dis agree ment calmly
re frain from rais ing your voice
re frain from curs ing
re frain from throw ing or break ing things
re frain from hit ting
re frain from stomp ing away or slam ming doors

Ex press ing Dis agree ment
look at the per son
use a pleas ant voice
say “I un der stand how you feel”
Tell why you feel dif fer ently
Give a rea son
Lis ten to the other per son

Don’t argue

SOCIAL SKILLS FOR OLDER CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS

NOTE: These skills can be sim pli fied to just three or four steps for youn ger chil dren or chil dren with

de vel op men tal dis abil i ties.



ex am ple, sit ting qui etly in one’s seat is a

com pet ing be hav ior for run ning around

the class room. One can’t run around and

sit qui etly at the same time. (My kin der --

gar ten teacher knew this in 1950. She

taught us to take our seats when she gave

the sig nal. She never had to tell us to stop

when we be came rowdy, only to take our

seats. It was a tough school in a poor

neigh bor hood, yet she had few prob lems

with be hav ior.)

Mary had me. I could find no flaws. (I

still have n’t found any, un less it is that they 

do not cover sub stance abuse or con sen --

sual sex.) We de vel oped a point sys tem

around these skills and Mary began train --

ing staff. The re sults were, to say the least, 

dis ap point ing. The staff never re ally got on 

board. Con se quently, nei ther did the boys.

Some months later, I ac cepted a po si --

tion as di rec tor of an other pro gram, a

group home for twelve boys. The pro --

gram had ample re sources and paid well

enough to re quire bach e lor’s de grees for

all child care staff. 

It was in this pro gram that I had an --

other thing “forced down my throat”

against my will. In a meet ing with the Ex --

ec u tive Di rec tor dur ing my first week, I

was ex press ing some of my ideas. The

pro gram was a bit rowdy; changes were

needed. I said some thing about my be lief

that a few se ri ous misbehaviors such as

ag gres sion, sub stance abuse, and theft,

called for re stric tions of one or two

weeks–not room re stric tions, just re stric --

tions from major priv i leges–play ing pool,

watch ing TV, home passes, going out with --

out su per vi sion. The Ex ec u tive Di rec tor

said that chil dren could not han dle re stric --

tions of more than a day. Shocked, I

re plied that a one day re stric tion for hit --

ting staff was ri dic u lous. He got re ally red

in the face (Oooops!) and said, “Nev er --

the less, all they can han dle is a day or

two.” So I got two days, but I knew I

would have to reargue my case later. 

I re vised the point sys tem to gether

with some of the staff, bas ing it al most ex --

clu sively on Mary’s so cial skills, and

trained the staff in teach ing the skills and

using the point sys tem. The staff ac cepted

the pro gram; the boys em braced it. Most

priv i leges were avail able re gard less of

points. Only a few priv i leges were tied to

points–play ing pool or pin ball or mak ing

phone calls be yond 5 min utes to par ents

(be cause of lim ited avail abil ity and free

time, we had to ra tion these priv i leges by

some means), going out side with out su --

per vi sion (chil dren who are not doing well 

need su per vi sion), and extra home passes

(ev ery one got one home pass per month

re gard less of points, but chil dren who are

not doing well need treat ment more than

they need home passes–they’ll can’t get

dis charged until they don’t re spond to

treat ment. Be sides, week end ac tiv i ties

were pretty ex cit ing, in clud ing things such

as driv ing go carts.). With ev ery one on

board, it worked re mark ably well. All chil --

dren earned these priv i leges most of the

time. 

After a few months, I began to think

about rearguing my case for lon ger re --

stric tions. Funny. I could find no

am mu ni tion–we were hav ing re mark ably

few se ri ous misbehaviors. It seems that

our teach ing of so cial skills cou pled with a

non-pu ni tive en vi ron ment was most ef fec --

tive. I thought about it and re al ized that

chil dren can not feel suc cess ful while they
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are serv ing a re stric tion. One or two

weeks is a long time to go with out feel ing

suc cess. So my new boss was right. We

want chil dren feel ing good and doing

good, not serv ing pun ish ments. Pun ish --

ments in ter fere with feel ing good. They

make chil dren feel bad. Chil dren who are

feel ing bad about them selves are not very

good learn ers.

The Rationale For Teaching Social

Skills

How many times had I worked with

chil dren and got ten them mo ti vated to do

well in school, then sent them off to

school only to be sent home be fore lunch, 

some times within the first hour? One of

the prob lems is that it takes more than

mo ti va tion to do well. One must have the

nec es sary skills. Then one must have con --

fi dence in one’s abil ity to use those skills,

and trust in the world that when one uses

those skills, things will work out as ex --

pected.

Chil dren and ad o les cents like to learn.

Mas tery of a skill can be very sat is fy ing.

Chil dren who have spent their whole lives 

in op po si tion to au thor ity have often not

learned fairly basic skills, so that they do

not know how to be have well and can not

do so no mat ter how much they want to.

So cial skills such as fol low ing in struc --

tions, ac cept ing crit i cism, re spect ing

oth ers, and many more, can be

behaviorally de fined and taught. Once

chil dren learn these skills, they are em --

pow ered with the choice of whether or

not to use them. When chil dren use these

skills, they can not mis be have–most

misbehaviors are in com pat i ble. More over, 

these so cial skills are self-re in forc ing–they

tend to re sult in so cial re in force ment

when ever chil dren use them.

Con sider ‘fol low ing in struc tions.’ Chil --

dren who have trou ble fol low ing

in struc tions de velop a rep u ta tion. Adults

know they have prob lems with in struc --

tions and be come ap pre hen sive when ever 

they have to give an in struc tion to these

kids, per haps even angry, an tic i pat ing the

prob lems they are going to have. Mean --

while, the kids, now mo ti vated to do well, 

in clud ing fol low ing in struc tions from the

teacher, all of a sud den find an angry

teacher in their face. They per ceive the

anger be fore they per ceive the in struc --

tion. They don’t un der stand why the adult 

is angry and re spond to the anger be fore

they can pro cess the in struc tion. Adults,

mean while, have their ex pec ta tions of

prob lems con firmed. A big scene en sues. 

When kids do not have the skills as so ci --

ated with fol low ing in struc tions, it is

dif fi cult for them to do so even when they 

want to. Teach ing chil dren the skills and

pro vid ing ample op por tu ni ties to prac tice

the skills em pow ers chil dren. With out the

skills, chil dren have no choice. They can --

not fol low in struc tions well, even when

they want to. With the skills, chil dren have 

a choice. They can still de cide not to fol --

low an in struc tion, but now they can also

choose to fol low an in struc tion ap pro pri --

ately. 

Fol low ing in struc tions re quires more

than just doing it. It re quires ac knowl edg --

ing the in struc tion, per haps with an ‘ok,’

to let adults (or su per vi sors) know you are 

going to do it. This stops adults from to

feel ing anx ious or angry and stops the lec --

tures, the over sell ing that so often

ac com pa nies in struc tions to these kids.
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Then it in volves doing the in struc tion

pleas antly rather than stomp ing away with 

a scowl while mum bling and grum bling.

And fi nally, check ing back to let adults

know the in struc tion has been com pleted. 

Chil dren who use these skills rea son ably

well are likely to re ceive a pleas ant

“Thank you,” or the ever-pop u lar “Good

job!” (I hate “good job;” it’s de mean ing.)

Chil dren who stomp away with a scowl to 

do the in struc tion are likely to ex pe ri ence

noth ing but a re turn scowl, no mat ter

how well they per form the task.

“Ac cept ing crit i cism” is an other ex am --

ple of a skill with which some chil dren

(and adults) ex pe ri ence prob lems. The

sce nario is sim i lar to that of fol low ing in --

struc tions. Adults know cer tain chil dren

have trou ble with crit i cism. These kids get 

ex tremely de fen sive and emo tional when

they are crit i cized. Chil dren can per ceive

crit i cism as ex tremely threat en ing, es pe --

cially when their ex pe ri ences with

crit i cism often in volve angry adults,

scream ing and yell ing, and blows or other

harsh pun ish ments. Gary is just one ex am --

ple:

Gary was one of our most motivated

boys. A seventh grader, he was on

grade level and earning respectable

grades. But he had problems with

criticism. One morning, he stopped at 

the drinking fountain between classes 

and got to talking with some peers.

The bell rang. He ran immediately to

class and got there just as the teacher 

was closing the door. The teacher

said, “You’re late.” Gary got

defensive. The teacher said some

more and so did Gary. The teacher

sent Gary to the office. Gary

continued to be defensive. The

principal called us to pick up Gary for

the day, to return for a conference

the next morning. All because Gary

was less than a minute late to class?

No. All because Gary could not

accept criticism. All he had to do was

say, “I’m sorry,” to the teacher’s first

very mild criticism. But Gary tended

to make a big deal out of everything,

even when no one else did. (Gary did

eventually learn to accept criticism

along with other skills, but it was

indeed a challenge for both him and

the staff. Years later, he had his own

business.) 

Ac cept ing crit i cism can be a prob lem

not only with adults and au thor ity fig ures

but also with peers, lead ing to ar gu ments

and fights. Crit i cism does not have to be

threat en ing or dan ger ous. The skill as de --

fined does not even re quire that chil dren

make any changes in re sponse to the crit i --

cism. All it re quires is that they lis ten to

and un der stand the crit i cism and ac knowl --

edge that they have heard it with out “a

song and dance,” as my mother was fond

of say ing.

Teaching Social Skills

Boys Town of fers two strat e gies for

teach ing so cial skills (The So cial Skills

Model that Mary used was de vel oped at

Girls and Boys Town for use in their res i --

den tial fa cil i ties and schools. Mary had

been trained at Boys Town). 

1. Planned Teaching is used to teach skills 

in a neutral setting at a time when
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children are calm and open to learning.

2. The Teaching Interaction is used as a

response when children have a

problem with a specific skill. It is a

non-punitive consequence for

misbehavior, for failure to use a given

skill. As a non-punitive consequence, it 

can be especially effective in changing

behavior, especially when it is

repeated with relative consistency

whenever misbehavior occurs (Dowd

& Tierney, 1992).

These strat e gies, how ever, are quite

sim i lar. 

Planned Teaching

The steps:

1. Pick a comfortable time and place

when the child or children are calm

and ready.

2. Introduce the skill and provide some

examples.

3. Describe the skill and teach the steps.

4. Provide rationales throughout–for the

skill and for the steps.

5. Ask for acknowledgment throughout

the process.

6. Have the child practice the skill.

7. Provide positive feedback and

correction.

8. Prompt future practice (Dowd &

Tierney, 1992).

The Teaching Interaction

The steps:

1. Start with praise or empathy.

2. Describe or demonstrate the

inappropriate behavior.

3. Discuss the consequences–the real

consequences, not the ones you

would like to impose. 

4. Describe the appropriate

behavior–review the steps of the skill.

5. Provide rationales throughout–make it 

relevant to the child.

6. Request acknowledgment throughout.

7. Have the child practice the skill.

8. Provide positive feedback and

correction.

9. Return the child to regular activities

with encouragement (Dowd &

Tierney, 1992).

A Sample Teaching Interaction

Staff: Larry, it’s time to take out the

trash.

Larry: (Con tin ues talk ing with an other

res i dent.)

Staff: (In a ‘teacher’ voice.) Larry.

Larry: (Con tin ues talk ing.)

Staff: (Walks over and puts his hand on

Larry’s shoul der). Larry.

Larry: (Turns and looks at staff). Yes.

Staff: It’s time to take out the trash.

Larry: Awww, Man!

Staff: Larry, are you hav ing a prob lem

with the in struc tion I just gave you?

Larry: (Look ing at peers.) I’m hav ing a

whole lot of prob lems around here!

Staff: (Calmly.) Let’s go to you room.

(Turns and walks to Larry’s room.)

Larry: (Hes i tates, then fol lows.)

Staff: (In the room.) May I sit?

Larry: I guess so.

Staff: (Sits on room mate’s bed.) Thank

you. You’ve been hav ing a pretty good

week. You’re start ing to make friends.
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(Pos i tive state ments.) Do you re mem ber

the steps to fol low ing in struc tions? You

learned them last week.

Larry: Yeah. I guess so. (Sits on his bed.)

Staff: Good. What’s the first step?

Larry: Uh, lis ten, I guess.

Staff: Good. Then what.

Larry: Go and do it.

Staff: Well, of course we want you to do 

it. But don’t for get that it’s im por tant to

look at the per son. To make eye con tact.

Larry: Oh, yeah.

Staff: And it’s also ok to ask ques tions if

you don’t un der stand. If some thing’s not

clear.

Larry: (Nods.) Uh-huh.

Staff: And it’s re ally im por tant to say

“ok.” That solves a lot of prob lems. I bet

when your mom asks you to do some -

thing it’s al ways a big deal with a long

lec ture. (Em pa thy.)

Larry: (Looks at staff.) Yeah. She’s al ways

has sling me.

Staff: Well. She prob a bly ex pects a

prob lem. When you say “ok” she knows

you’re going to do it. That helps to stop

some of the prob lems you’ve been hav ing

with in struc tions. 

Larry: Ok.

Staff: Good. So first, you look at the

per son. Then, you lis ten. If you don’t un -

der stand, you may ask ques tions. When

you un der stand, you say “ok.” Then what?

Larry: Go and do it.

Staff: That’s right Good. And re mem ber 

to do it pleas antly. Then, what’s the last

step?

Larry: Uh, check back?

Staff: Great! When you check back, that

lets them know that you’ve done the in -

struc tion and gives you a chance to fix

any thing that you might have missed. And

it may earn you a “Thank you.” I bet you

don’t get many “thank you’s.”

Larry: I guess not.

Staff: Ok, now let’s try it. Hand me that

piece of paper over there. 

Larry: (Looks at the staff.) You mean this

one?

Staff: Yes.

Larry: Hands staff the paper.

Staff: Great! But re mem ber to say “ok.”

And to check back.

Larry: Ok.

Staff: Let’s try again. Hand me that pen -

cil.

Larry: (Looks at the staff.) Ok. (Hands

staff the pen cil.) Is that all?

Staff: Yes. Thank you! That’s great! You

got all the steps. You looked at me, said

ok, did it pleas antly, and checked back.

Per fect!

Larry: (Smiles sheep ishly.)

Staff: Now, I still need you to take out

the trash.

Larry: Ok.

Staff: Thank you. (Goes to the of fice.)

Larry: (Leaves to take out the trash. and

checks in with staff when he’s fin ished.) 

Staff: Thank you. Now go to the kitchen 

and get us each a glass of juice. 

Larry: (Smil ing). Ok.

Feelings and Emotions

When chil dren sim ply don’t know what 

to do, teach ing them the nec es sary skills

may be suf fi cient. When emo tions come

into play, more may be nec es sary. For chil --

dren who be come upset when deal ing

with in struc tions or crit i cism, sim ply

79CYC-Online March 2011  /  Issue 145



teach ing them the req ui site skills and giv --

ing them ample op por tu ni ties to prac tice

may help to de sen si tize them to in struc --

tions and crit i cism, to learn that these

thing do not have to be threat en ing or

dan ger ous, and to help them build con fi --

dence in their abil ity to mas ter these

things. Pun ish ment does not help this pro --

cess. 

Tem per can be an en tirely dif fer ent

mat ter. Chil dren’s loss of tem per usu ally

in volves one or both of:

1. Children’s need to express strong

feelings and reduce tension.

2. Children’s desire to retaliate.

There are often se ri ous be hav ioral

prob lems–yell ing, scream ing, curs ing, hit --

ting, kick ing, spit ting, bit ing, smash ing

things. When chil dren sim ply don’t know

what to do when they are over whelmed

by strong emo tions, be hav ioral in ter ven --

tions that are de signed to help them learn

to talk about their feel ings may be suf fi --

cient, pro vided chil dren feel they have

per mis sion to have these feel ings and

there is some one to lis ten. Re in forc ing

suc ces sive ap prox i ma tions may help.

(Hint: We can’t re in force suc ces sive ap prox i --

ma tions at the same time we are using

pun ish ment strat e gies.) Scream ing and yell --

ing and curs ing is a suc ces sive

ap prox i ma tion to talk ing calmly for chil --

dren who have been hit ting and kick ing

and bit ing and smash ing things. We can’t

pun ish them for scream ing and curs ing

and pro vide re in force ment for their con --

trol ling their phys i cal ag gres sion.

Pun ish ment and re in force ment are ‘com --

pet ing be hav iors’–you can’t do one at the

same time you are doing the other.

When loss of tem per is a symp tom of

se ri ous un der ly ing prob lems, ap pro pri ate

be hav ioral in ter ven tions may still be ben e --

fi cial, but they will not be suf fi cient.

In cluded among these chil dren are those

who are chron i cally angry. For these chil --

dren, anger is not a tem po rary emo tion; it 

is a per va sive mood. These chil dren can

be ex cel lent at sup press ing their anger and 

may look per fectly fine when they are en --

gaged in an ac tiv ity. It is when noth ing is

going on, when they are sit ting qui etly by

them selves, per haps in a wait ing room,

that one sees the sul len, angry ex pres sion

on their faces. Such chil dren re quire a

thor ough as sess ment and ther apy. 

Final Thoughts

Psy chol o gists have dem on strated con --

vinc ingly that be hav ior is con trolled by its

con se quences. Chil dren have dem on --

strated just as con vinc ingly that their

be hav ior is not con trolled by the con se --

quences ar ranged by adults.

So cial be hav ior is not con trolled by re --

wards and pun ish ments, but rather by

so cial con se quences. Help ing chil dren to

un der stand those con se quences em pow --

ers them to con trol their own be hav ior. 

When adults tell chil dren what the ex --

pected be hav ior is, and then tell them

what the pun ish ment will be, they are

com mu ni cat ing an ex pec ta tion that the

chil dren will fail. Why else would they

threaten chil dren with pun ish ment?

When adults tell chil dren what the ex --

pected be hav ior is with out men tion ing

re wards or pun ish ments, they are com --

mu ni cat ing their con fi dence, trust, and

ex pec ta tion that chil dren will suc ceed.
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When adults teach chil dren what the

ap pro pri ate be hav ior is, help them un der --

stand why it is im por tant, and coach them

in de vel op ing the nec es sary skills, they be --

come al lies in stead of ad ver sar ies. 

The only discipline that lasts is

self-discipline.

— O. A. “Bum” Phillips, 

American Football Coach

Reference
Dowd, T., & Tierney, J. (1992). Teaching social

skills to youth: A curriculum for child-care

providers. Boys Town, NB: Boys Town

Press. (Presents behaviorally defined social

skills and techniques for teaching them to

children. 290 pages.)
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G
reetings from the Emerald Isle!  I

paid a quick visit to Ireland to

participate in a Dublin Institute of

Technology Graduation Ceremony only to 

find myself a few days out from the Irish

election which will determine who forms

the next Government.  There was talk of

re-negotiating the mega-billions financial

bail-out which the out-going Government

negotiated with the International

Monetary Fund and the European Union. 

The Celtic Tiger economy isn’t well!

Dr Gay Gra ham, DIT Grad u a tion, St Pat rick’s

Ca the dral, Dub lin

But my visit to Dub lin was un-re lated

to Irish pol i tics and econ omy.  I went to

par tic i pate in Dub lin In sti tute of Tech nol --

ogy grad u a tion cer e mo nies, and to read

out a ci ta tion for Dr Gay Gra ham who

was awarded a PhD de gree for her the sis

on Crit i cal Suc cess Fac tors for Irish Res i den --

tial Youth Care.  Gay of fered a schol arly

chal lenge to Murphy’s Law: “If it can go

wrong, it will!”

The Cath o lic Church Played a Sig nif i cant Role in

Irish Child Care

Dr Gra ham sought to better un der --

stand or gani sa tional fac tors that im pact on 

the di rect pro vi sion of res i den tial care for

young peo ple in Ire land.  The Irish Child

Care Act (1991) man dates res i den tial

youth ser vices to pro vide de vel op men tal

care for res i dents (s18.3).  Guided by

qual i ta tive meth ods of en quiry, this study

ex plored how de ci sions taken by 17 res i --

den tial care man ag ers and their line

man ag ers from eight dif fer ent res i den tial

ser vices im pacted on the lived ex pe ri ence

of young peo ple in res i den tial care across

all four regions of the Health Service

Executive (HSE).

Dis man tled Site of two Irish Res i den tial Homes

run by a Con vent
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Dr Gra ham’s re search traced the his --

tory and so cial ad min is tra tion of

res i den tial youth care in Ire land, from

early ini tia tives pro vided by the Cath o lic

Church, to Health Boards and now Health 

Ser vice Ex ec u tives.  Five crit i cal suc cess

fac tors were found to shape de vel op men --

tal care for young peo ple in Irish

res i den tial care.  First, se nior man ag ers

tasked with re spon si bil i ties for the res i --

den tial youth care workforce re quire

de vel op men tal care ex per tise and as --

signed au thor ity to man age youth care

pri or i ties.  Sec ond, de vel op men tal care

for Ire land’s res i den tial youth care pop u la --

tion re quires reciprocal relationships that

are committed to needs-led care.

Crit i cal Suc cess Fac tors in Con tem po rary Irish

Youth Care]

Third, ac count able lead er ship with au --

thor ity and de vel op men tal care ex per tise

is es sen tial, bring ing lead er ship around a

shared vi sion about the de vel op men tal

care pro vided by res i den tial youth ser --

vices.  Fourth, stra te gic plan ning for

res i den tial youth care needs to be guided

by a shared vi sion about de vel op men tal

care and on-going eval u a tion to de ter mine 

whether it is being achieved.  Fi nally, duty

of care ob li ga tions man dated by s18.3 of

the Child Care Act (1991) need pri ori tis --

ing so as to en sure that bu reau cratic

in puts do not un der mine the delivery of

developmental care for young people.

Sur vi vors!

As I was pre par ing this Post card from

Dub lin, news came through about the

deadly earth quake that hit Christchurch,

New Zea land at the busi est time of 22

Feb.  The death toll is ris ing steadily and

scarily.  When I saw this pic ture of

Christchurch young peo ple im me di ately

after the earth quake, it made me think

about sur vi vors.  Let’s re mem ber sur vi --

vors, in New Zea land and Ireland.

leon@cyc-net.org

May there be four-leaf clo vers to find in

the midst of every hard ship.
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I
t’s not the kind of call you get every

day.

One morn ing last week the phone

rang.  It was a friend of mine, a woman

I’ve known for a long time who is a prom i --

nent mem ber of our local Writer’s Guild.

We chit-chat ted briefly be fore she got

down to the rea son for her call.

“I have an odd re quest ...” she said.

Those are my fa vour ite kind.

She went on.  “We’re try ing to raise

money for some of the Guild’s ac tiv i ties,

so we thought we’d come up with some --

thing a lit tle ... well, dif fer ent ...”

She told me they’d got ten a very

well-known pho tog ra pher to do nate his

ser vices, and they were going to do a cal --

en dar fea tur ing pic tures of local writ ers in

beau ti ful nat u ral set tings.  She won dered if 

I would be will ing to be one of those fea --

tured writ ers.

“Ab so lutely,” I said.  I sup port the

Guild’s ac tiv i ties, and who would n’t want a 

por trait of them selves, done by a re --

spected art ist?

“Well, there is one other thing,” she

said.  “We’re hop ing that the peo ple who

agree to this will see it as sort of ... an ad --

ven ture.  I mean, it will all be done very

taste fully, you un der stand.  Noth ing of fen --

sive, in any way ...”

The penny dropped.  Along with my

jaw.

“You want me to be ... uh ...”

“... nude.  Yes,” she said.  “Now, I un --

der stand this is an un usual re quest ...”

“Un usual”?  Yes, it was “un usual”.  In

fact, I might have gone with the word

“unique” to de scribe this par tic u lar re --

quest

My first re sponse?  I laughed.  Not a

ner vous gig gle, not a chor tle.  A full out

body-shak ing laugh.

Let’s be clear: if you were to see me

on the street, the first thing you would

think about me is not, “There’s a po ten tial 

Mr. Sep tem ber”.  Look, that does n’t hurt

my feel ings.  I know this about my self.  I’m 

not being falsely mod est here.  I don’t see

my self as a hid eous troll, but I don’t think I 

could ever de lude my self to the point

where I might  think I was pin-up ma te rial. 

They just don’t make enough sin gle malt

Scotch in all of the High lands to fuel that

fan tasy.  

And I cer tainly never saw my self as a

can di date to ap pear in a cal en dar.  Bare

naked.  With out, like,  cloth ing and stuff.

Nude.

My friend sensed the hes i ta tion and

leaped in to re as sure me.  “Don’t worry,”

she said.  “No body’s re ally going to see

any thing.  I imag ine there will be stra te gi --

cally placed drift wood or flow ers or ...

well, what ever we need to cover what

needs cov er ing.”
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“So, drift wood and flow ers.  But ... no

clothes.”

“Well ...”

It’s one of those wa ter shed mo ments

in your life when you have to de cide just

where “mod esty” sits in your spec trum of 

per sonal val ues. Here was an op por tu nity

to do some good for an or ga ni za tion I be --

lieved in.  All I had to do was agree to

have my pic ture taken.

Naked.

There’s that word again.

Look ing at it ra tio nally, it’s silly.  I mean, 

peo ple have seen me with out my clothes

on.  Not a lot of peo ple.  But some.  My

wife is one.  My doc tor.  Okay, the list is

thin ning.

But re mem ber a few months ago,

when I told you about the time I was 15

and belly flopped off the three metre

board and winded my self when I was try --

ing to im press a girl and I lost my bath ing

suit but did n’t know it till the life guards

had dragged me to the side of the pool

and laid me on my back?  This would be a

LOT more dig ni fied than that.  Prob a bly.

But the point is, once more than one

per son has seen you with out your clothes

on, it’s not ex actly ex clu sive any more, is

it?  I’m amused by women who go in and

give birth, and have an enor mous hos pi tal

staff made of  (they pre sume, al though

they never ask)  doc tors, nurses,

mid-wives, jan i to rial ser vices and, for all

they know, the en tire ros ter of the 1969

New York Mets wan der in and out, all

with a spec tac u lar view of their most pri --

vate places ... and a year later are

won der ing if “ ...per haps this dress shows

a bit too much cleav age?”  Sweetie, I hate

to break it to you, but you’re old news.

So in the end, after I had a good laugh, I 

said “Yes.”

Yes, I am going to pose.  Naked.  For a

cal en dar.  For a very good cause.  You can

re mem ber that cause after you’ve looked

at the pic ture - which I am told will be

very taste ful and dis creet - and are busily

dous ing your eyes in house hold sol vent.

The photo shoot is slated for the

week end.  The or ga niz ers are hop ing it

will be warm.  For my self, I don’t mind if

it’s a lit tle cool.

Frankly, I’ll take any ex cuse I can get.

This feature: From Nils Ling’s book Truths and

Half Truths. A

collection of some of

his most memorable

and hilarious columns.

Write to him at RR #9, 

747 Brackley Point

Road, Charlottetown,

PE, C1E 1Z3, Canada.
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miscellany

EndNotes

This Place ...

Has been good for me

It lis tened, heard, un der stood

wel comed, comforted, cared

It stim u lated and chal lenged

taught, cor rected, built...

And now sends me for ward

com pe tent, con fi dent, strong

into a better to mor row

a hope ful fu ture

This place has been good

___

“There are two kinds of men who

never amount to much: those who

can not do what they are told, and

those who can do noth ing else.” 

— Cyrus H. Curtis

___

               

Ed u ca tion is sim ply the soul of a so ci -

ety as it passes from one gen er a tion

to an other.      — G.K. Chesterton

Pun ish ment may make us obey the

or ders we are given, but at best it will 

only teach an obe di ence to au thor ity,

not a self-con trol which en hances our

self-re spect. 

— Bruno Bettelheim 

___

“We’re play ing Mum mies and Dad dies:

We have reached an ar range ment: he has

cus tody of my doll for week ends.

___

If a doc tor, law yer, or den tist had 40     

cli ents in his of fice at one time, all of

whom had dif fer ent needs, and some of

whom did n’t want to be there and were

caus ing trou ble, and the doc tor, law yer, or 

den tist, with out as sis tance, had to treat

them all with pro fes sional ex cel lence for

nine months, then he might have some

con cep tion of the class room teacher’s job.

 — Donald D. Quinn

___

What the teacher is, is more 

im por tant than what he teaches. 

— Karl Menninger
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Teacher to par ent: “If you prom ise not to

be lieve ev ery thing your child says hap pens 

at school, I’ll prom ise not to believe every- 

thing he says hap pens at home.”

___

“This world de mands the qual i ties of

youth: not a time of life but a state of

mind, a tem per of the will, a qual ity of 

imag i na tion, a pre dom i nance of cour -

age over tim id ity, of the ap pe tite for

ad ven ture over the love of ease.” 

— Rob ert Kennedy.

___

Re mem ber the tea ket tle — it is al ways up 

to its neck in hot water, yet it still sings! 

___

___

Out side of a dog,

a book is man’s best friend.  

In side of a dog 

it's too dark to read.  

—Groucho Marx

___
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Child and youth care work ers get to

feel this way some times too ...

     TEENAGE MOUSE
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