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ABSTRACT

One of the greatest challenges facing today's
district-level policymakers and educational leaders is helping
America's youth avoid adverse outcomes such as school failure,
substance abuse, teen pregnancy, and delinquency. This document
describes an alternative policy approach to address these
problems--the building of resiliency in youth. Rather than
identifying the risk factors contributing to failure as traditional
prevention efforts have done, some researchers have identified some
common "protective factors" that help youth survive risky
environments. Their findings argue for the development of policies
and programs that aim by design to foster resilience in children and
youth. Cross-cultural and interdisciplinary studies have identified
the following personal traits commonly associated with children and
youth who overcome risks in their lives--social competence,
resourcefulness, autonomy, and sense of purpose. These traits are
reinforced by the following research-based educational practices that
foster resiliency: (1) caring relationships that promote positive
expectations and participation; (2) a curriculum that is thematic,
experiential, challenging, comprehensive, and inclusive of multiple
perspectives: (3) instruction that focuses on a broad range of
learning styles, builds from perceptions of student strengths, and is
participatory and facilitative; (4) grouping practices that include
ensuring inclusionary group practices such as mainstreaming,
cooperative learning and peer tutoring; and (5) evaluation that
focuses on multiple intelligences, utilizes authentic assessments,
and fosters self reflection. The findings from research on resiliency
offer a paradigm that relies less on an infusion of money than on
changing existing beliefs and practices. One figure is included.
(Contains 10 references and additional information on four
organizations.) (LMI)
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One of the greatest challenges
facing today's district-level policymakers and educational leaders is
helping America's youth avoid
adverse outcomes such as school
failure, substance abuse, teen pregnancy and delinquency. This document provides a conceptual tool for
rethinking the way solutions are
framed and thus how these problems
are best addressed. At its heart is the
notion of resiliency: the potential for
youth to develop into healthy,
productive, competent adults despite
experiences of severe stress and
adversity.

Traditional prevention efforts
have focused almost exclusively on
identifying the so-called risk factors
in a child's life (poverty, abuse and
community violence, for example)
and then attempting to provide
services that would eliminate or
mitigate those conditions. While no
one disputes the urgent need to
improve conditions for many of
America's children, the approach has
inherent limitations, chief among
them the labeling of children as "at
risk," which often results in lowered
expectations baser.: on a child's
perceived deficits. Moreover, identifying the risks in a child's environment does not necessarily result in
introduction of appropriate services
or in successful mitigation.
By contrast, the notion of resiliency emerges from a focus on the
positive aspects of a child's life rather
than the negatives. Resiliency has
long been associated with surviving
trauma and other stressful life events.

To better understand the phenomenon, a number of researchers have
opted to look not at why some
children succumb to the negative
influences of their environments but
why other children thrive despite the
same general conditions. Rather than
identifying the risk factors contributing to failure, researchers have
identified some common "protective
factors" that help youth survive risky
environments.
Their findings argue for the
development of policies and programs that aim by design to foster
resilience in children and youth. In
the realm of education, there is
emerging consensus that this can best
be achieved by enacting policies that
build upon the strengths and life
experiences of children and youth,
their families and their communities.

For decades, scholars and
practitioners from psychiatry,
anthropology, education, sociology,
psychology and, more recently
prevention, have described the
successful adaptation and transformation of children and youth who
confronted high-risk situations and
extreme adversity. Their studies,
many cross-cultural, have looked at
children and youth who have grown
up in a variety of adverse conditions,
including concentration camp
internment; being raised by abusive,
criminal, or substance-abusing
parents; experiencing poverty; or
participating in a violent gang. From
these studies, several following youth
well into their adult years, emerges
one consistent finding: nearly two-

thirds of those studied did not
develop high risk behaviors. What
was unique about these individuals?
Collectively, these studies yield an
understanding both of the personal
traits possessed by these resilient
children and youth and of the environmental characteristics that fostered or reinforced those traits well
into their adult lives.
The personal traits commonly
associated with children and youth
who overcome risks in their lives are:

social competence the ability
to establish and sustain positive,
caring relationships; to maintain
a sense of humor; and to communicate compassion and empathy;

resourcefulness the ability to
critically, creatively, and reflectively make decisions; to seek
help from others; and to recognize alternative ways to solve
problems and resolve conflict;
autonomy the ability to act
independently and exert some
control over one's environment;
to have a sense of one's identity;
and to detach from others
engaged in risk or dysfunctional
behaviors;

sense of purpose

the ability to
foresee a bright future for oneself;
to be optimistic; and to aspire
toward educational and personal
achievement.

The research shows that these
traits which, together, make up an

individual's resilient nature arc
fostered or reinforced by some
specific characteristics within a
youth's family, community and/or
school environment:

caring relationships that are
trusting, compassionate, and
respectful;

positive, high expectations,
which are explicitly communicated, with students receiving
adequate support in their efforts
to achieve them;

meaningful opportunities to
participate in valued family,
school and civic activities.

The rationale for formulating
educational policy with an eye un
resiliency is compelling. Research
shows that the link between protective factors in a child's environment
and that child's healthy development,
social success, and good academic
outcomes is stronger than the link
between specific risk factors and
negative outcomes. Moreover, riskfocused policies label children and
youth as deficient, tracking them as
consumers c needed services rather
than as producers of their own wellbeing. The emerging understanding
of resiliency offers educational
policymakers a new paradigm for
formulating policies rich in possibilities for America's youth.
Clearly, the greater number of
positive relationships or experiences
in children's lives whether in the
family, the community or at school
the greater their chances of overcoming adversity. Yet resiliency research
reveals that just one positive relationship, whether at home, in the community or at school, can make a major
difference for a child whose life is
otherwise traumatic. So while districtlevel policymakers may have little
influence on what goes on in a child's
home or greater community, they can
adopt policies ensuring that a child's
school relationships and experiences
contribute to his or her resiliency.
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What follows is a discussion of
some of the many research-based
educational practices that foster
resiliency. As shown in the diagram
on page 3, a new environment is
created when schools move from a
risk focus to a resiliency focus in
teaching, learning, and leadership
practices, as well as in the nature of
relationships among and between
students, parents, and teachers.
1) Foremost in this type of learning
environment is educators' recognition that schooling is about caring
and respectful relationships. Students' motivation to participate
actively in learning activities and to
achieve academic success is clearly
linked to strong support from
teachers, involvement by parents
and cooperative activities among
students. Schools in your district can
foster resilience through relationships by:

Supporting teacher collaboration; giving teachers the time
and opportunity to work
collegially correlates directly
with student achievement.

2) Curriculum should be designed
with an understanding of the various
ways children and youth learn, and
it should build upon what they
already know and are interested in.
Activities can be integrated across
multiple subject areas and can allow
students to discover answers
through inquiry, experimentation
and discussion. Schools in your
district can foster resilience through
curriculum by:

Supporting curricular enrichment opportunities such as art,
music, vocational training,
school-based enterprise, apprenti:..eship, and community
service for all students. Experiential learning encourages
students to express their czeativity as well as contribute to well
being of others.
Promoting a curriculum that
values racial, ethnic, and
linguistic diversity and promotes gender and cultural
equity; giving voice and recognition to multiple perspectives is
fundamental to sustaining a
democratic society.

Limiting the number of students in ( ach class; smaller class
size is asst. dated with establishing close personal and working
relationships.

Increasing opportunities for
parents to be involved :n the
school community; this can
reduce absenteeism and behavior problems as well as increase
school-family communication,
student motivation and achievement.

Encouraging the use of peer
learning activities; mixed ability
and other small cooperative
let.rning groups, including the
restructuring of large schools
into smaller families of learners,
promote relationships among
students in which everyone
contributes to the learning
process.
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Resisting efforts to "dumb
down" learning activities;
expecting that all students will
learn to high standards is
associated with higher levels of
achievement.

3) The instructional strategies
teachers use, whether lecture, drill,
discussion or discovery, send
powerful messages to students about
how they are to learn the material
and who possesses the knowledge,
Schools in your district can foster
resilience through instruction by:

Promoting increased opportunities for teachers to facilitate
lessons rather than to teach
didactically; facilitative instruction is associi.ted with motivating students to learn and helping
them develop a sense of responsibility for their own learning.

Supporting teachers' efforts to
individualize instructional
strategies to accommodate the
broad range of student learning
styles, life experiences, personal
strengths and interests; varying
instructional strategies can make
learning an engaging and
meaningful process that builds
upon every child's strengths and
fosters every child's success.
4) The way schools track and group
students by perceived abilities tells
students what's expected of them.
Educational practices such as
remediation "pull out" sections or
homogeneous grouping can crez:te
negative labeis for students assigned
to low-ability groups labels that
often become self-fulfilling prophecies in terms of academic and developmental outcomes. Schools in your
district can help foster resilience
through grouping practices that
include:

Ensuring inclusionary group
practices such as mainstreaming,
cooperative learning and peer
tutoring; these practices are
associated with academic improvement; with social benefits
such as lower rates of vandalism,
drug/alcohol referrals and school
dropouts; and with personal
gains in confidence and relationships.

5) Standardized tests usually only
assess one or two areas of student
knowledge, and they do so imperfectly, relying on decontextualized
test items. More authentic assessments link learning and acquisition
of knowledge to contexts and
experiences that are relevant to
students' lives. Schools in your
district can foster resilience through
evaluation by:

Supporting teachers' use of
various types of performance
assessments; teachers may infer
more about student knowledge
from portfolios or demonstrations than from standardized
3

SCHOOLS FROM RISK TO RESILIENCY

Relationships are hierarchical,
blaming, controlling

Relationships are caring and
promote positive expectations and
participation

Curriculum is fragmented,
non-experiential, limited, and
exclusive of multiple perspectives

Curriculum is thematic,
experiential, challenging,
comprehensive, and inclusive of
multiple perspectives

Instruction focuses on a narrow
range of learning styles, builds
from perceptions of student
deficits, and is authoritarian

Instruction focuses on a broad
range of learning styles; builds
from perceptions of student

Grouping is tracked by
perceptions of ability; promotes
individual competition and a
sense of alienation

Grouping is not tracked by
perceptions of ability; promotes
cooperation, shared responsibility,
and a sense of belonging

Evaluation focuses on a limited
range of intelligences, utilizes only
standardized tests, and assumes
only one correct answer

Evaluation focuses on multiple
intelligences, utilizes authentic
assessments, and fosters self
reflection

tests, and these assessment tools
give students opportunities to
demonstrate what they learn in
meaningful ways.

Encouraging students to develop personal assessment skills
such as self-reflection and to
participate in their own performance reviews; including
students in the evaluation of
their academic accomplishments
encourages them to take responsibility for their own learning.
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strengths, interests and experiences;
and is participatory and facilitative

A Policymaker's rmperative
These are troubling times for
policymakers. With the electorate
clamoring for solutions to seemingly
untenable social problems, policymakers must find or develop effective tools for long-lasting Dlutions.
And they must do so in exceptionally tight fiscal times. Approaching
the 21st Century, demands upon
federal and state budgets continue to
outpace revenues, further stretching
already thin discretionary budgets

such as education. To meet their
imperative, educational policymakers
need timely, accurate, objective, and
research-based information. Effective
educational policies must be comprehensive, practical to implement,
promote a combination of strategies,
contribute to positive
and
developmental and academic outcomes for children and youth.
The findings from resiliency
research offer a new paradigm for
defining problems and framing
solutions, a paradigm that emphasizes caring, support and positive
high expectations for youth, as well as
opportunities for them to participate
in meaningful school and civic
activities. It is also a paradigm that
relies less on infusing more money
into the educational system than on
changing existing beliefs and practices. The notion of resiliency brings
more than a message of hope; it
brings the real possibility for positive
developmental and academic outcomes for all children and youth.
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