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THE QUALITY OF PUBLIC EDUCATION
IN CANADA
The Success
Factor
In spite of severely
adverse circumstances
such
as
poverty,
fragmented family life,
illness and other social
and physical challenges,
some
children
are
able to develop into
successful learners and
productive
citizens.
They are resilient. What
makes a child resilient
is a question that is
crucial – for educators,
for service providers,
and
for
decisionmakers across Canada.
It can help parents
and practitioners alike
develop
approaches
to youth, especially
those at risk, which can
help them overcome
adversity and succeed.
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Cortney’s Story:
In an attempt to understand “what makes
a child resilient” The Learning Partnership
held a National Dialogue to enable
senior decision-makers, educators and
researchers to delve into the elements of
resilience and determine how to promote
it among the nation’s vulnerable youth.
The Learning Partnership, together
with eight provinces and territories
and with funding from the Canadian
Council on Learning (CCL), coordinated
regional roundtables across the country,
culminating in the National Dialogue
on Resilience in Youth in Winnipeg in
November, 2008. This Progress Report
provides highlights of the National
Dialogue process, summarizes valuable
research on resilience and makes
recommendations for future action.
We begin with a snapshot of resilience,
Cortney’s story:
Cortney grew up in a family rocked by
dysfunction, deprivation and mental
illness. Her early childhood was spent
with her mother and two brothers in
and out of women’s shelters in Ontario.
At age six, Cortney’s parents divorced
and the children lived with their mother.
Her mother’s mental illness presented
enormous challenges for the family.

They often lacked basic care, sufﬁcient
food and proper adult supervision.
When Cortney was twelve her mother
abandoned the family. It was her older
brother who broke the news that they
were on their own.
Cortney was sent to live with her father
who suffered from severe mental illness
and a violent temper. The new nightmare
lasted a year and she was placed in a
foster home.
Cortney developed behavioral problems
at school – stealing, acting out, and
bullying – and lived with a sense of herself
as an outcast. Yet she had teachers
who were patient and committed to
her. She calls them her saving grace.
In grade eight, hitting the bottom and
contemplating suicide, she met her ‘ﬁrst
angel’ – a geography teacher, with a
gruff exterior, who was interested, who
cared, who listened and who helped
her ﬁnd the strength to persevere and,
ultimately, succeed.
At 16, with the help of her counselor,
Cortney moved out to live with her older
brother and a cousin and then moved to
continued on page 3
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How to Use
This Report
This publication is the
ﬁfth Progress Report
from The Learning Partnership (TLP), a national
not-for-proﬁt organization dedicated to supporting public education
in Canada and to facilitating discussion about
the issues that affect the
education of our young
people.
This report is intended
for parents, students,
educators, school board
trustees,
community
leaders, policy makers,
and decision makers. We
encourage all Canadians
to use it as a starting
point to begin discussing resilience, to identify
young people who are
resilient and those who
are not, and to create
their own action plans
to foster resilience in
their communities. Ultimately, we hope this report will form the basis
for developing valuable
public policy responses
that chart a new direction in shaping the culture and environment
our young people need
to succeed.

Comment: The Case for Resilience
In 2006, The Learning Partnership held a national conference to examine the issue
of Students at Risk. As participants discussed the factors that put 30% of Canadian
children at risk and exchanged information about successful ways to intervene, one
question kept surfacing: Why do some at-risk youth defy the odds? Participants
spoke of students who had done just that. And those students had a common
attribute: resilience.
The Learning Partnership recognized the need to put the question of resilience
front and centre in the public policy arena. We already knew that resilience is an
important determinant of success for our students. Two of our programs, Welcome
to Kindergarten™ and Change Your Future, incorporate elements that help children
and youth become more resilient. But we need to create a greater understanding
of the vital role that resilience plays and to put it into practice across all the sectors
responsible for ensuring that our children grow up healthy and productive.
We also believe that promoting resilience is an economic imperative. If, as the
Conference Board of Canada predicts, Canada will have a shortfall of nearly one
million workers by 2020, we can’t afford to waste the human capital that at-risk
children represent.
That’s why, in 2008, The Learning Partnership mobilized regional roundtables in
Ontario, British Columbia, Manitoba, Alberta, Saskatchewan and Newfoundland to
exchange knowledge about resilience. We conducted the project in partnership with
eight provinces and territories, and received funding from the Canadian Council on
Learning. The process culminated in the National Dialogue on Resilience in Youth, in
Winnipeg, November 17-19, 2008.
At that gathering, more than 230 senior educators, policymakers, decision makers,
community members and business people – many of them parents - exchanged
knowledge, began to build organizational capacity, and developed relationships
among people dedicated to advancing our children’s capacity for resilience. We
heard from young people about their own struggles and capacity for resilience, and
sought their advice on how we should put in place the elements that will help others
overcome their difﬁculties.
This report is a result of those questions and that process. Going forward, we are
calling for a National Summit on Youth Resilience, to form coalitions across the
country to further develop strategies. We need to put the elements in place that
ensure more of our children develop the resilience they need to overcome difﬁcult
setbacks.

To download a copy
of the report and/or to
send it to a friend or colleague, go to the publications section of our
website: www.thelearningpartnership.ca
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Let’s not just say we make children our priority. Let’s do it.
We need to heed the messages of current research, youth educators and
youth workers:
• Focus on the strengths and assets of young people and their families, not on
their difﬁculties and deﬁcits.
• Ensure optimal development in the early years, through positive early
childhood development and programs that assist vulnerable families.
• Understand that people can learn resilience at all stages in their lives – a
process linked to positive relationships with nurturing adults. Promote those
relationships.
• Involve parents, families, schools, communities, researchers, policymakers,
decision makers and youth themselves to share ideas, evaluate programs that
work and put them in place. Learn from each other.

Realizing Resilience
continued from page 1

Alberta to be with her aunt and uncle
– the other ‘angels’ in her life. Her new
environment provided the safety and
stability she needed to ﬁnish high school
with honours and win scholarships
to university. Today, Cortney works in
human resources and attends university
in the evenings. Recently, she told
her personal story of resilience at The
Learning Partnership’s National Dialogue
on Resilience in Youth.
According to the odds, Cortney should
not have succeeded. Based on her early
circumstances she would be described
as “a child-at-risk”. But Cortney beat
the odds. She is a shining example of
resilience: the ability to thrive despite
experiencing trauma, adversity or risk.
Understanding what enables Cortney and
others like her to be resilient and what
the public education system can do to
foster resilience is signiﬁcant for anyone
involved with young people. As the
primary institution that is connected to
almost every Canadian young person, the
education system is uniquely positioned
to spearhead the task of fostering
resilience in young people nation-wide.
It is our hope that our work will lead
to changes in policy so that promoting
resilience will be a central component of
Canada’s education system.

Over the past 40 years researchers have
grappled with understanding what
enables young people like Cortney to
beat the odds.
It is only a minority of children-at-risk
who experience serious difﬁculties in their
personality and physical development
(Garmezy, 1981). They overcome
the loss, poverty, violence, family
breakdown, learning disabilities or time
in the child welfare system. The research
has demonstrated that a combination of
genetic and environmental factors plays
a role in determining who becomes
resilient, and that a series of protective
factors can help foster that quality. Many
of those protective factors are grounded
in one central concept: the need for
positive relationships in children’s lives.
In Cortney’s case, teachers as well as
family members played critical roles in her
development. She credits a high school
teacher as having saved her life. Young
people who are valued, safe, connected
and engaged form the foundation of a
healthy, productive population. Cortney’s
teacher valued her, connected to her,
and found a way to help her begin to
feel safe. By learning how to foster
resilience in all of our children, especially
the most vulnerable, parents, educators,
community and business leaders, policymakers and politicians can all ensure that
we help more Cortneys to be resilient, to
grow and to contribute to our society.

Exemplary
Practice
Change Your Future
is a successful schoolbased mentorship program sponsored by The
Learning
Partnership.
Counselors work with
students from ethno-culturally diverse schools to
supplement their school
experience and broaden
their opportunities for
further study and work.
The program provides
students with skills,
strategies and encouragement to stay in
school and to make appro-priate post-secondary plans. It is geared toward students in grades
9 -11 who are struggling
with school success. The
counselors address individual learning styles and
personal growth needs
and work with schools
to guide and encourage
each student’s unique
path to self-discovery
and success.
One of the program’s
central mandates is
ongoing
communication and consultation
among school staff and
parents/guardians. The
counselor facilitates this
network of support to
enhance individual student success in school
and beyond, promoting
and fostering resilience
in the students.
www.thelearningpartnership.ca

Our work is aided by a growing
body of research that is dedicated to
understanding resilience among youth.

www.thelearningpartnership.ca
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Exemplary
Practice
Mentorship programs
and policies are crucial, but so are individual responses. Parents, teachers, coaches,
neighbours and other
students can all make
a difference. The following individual approaches can support
resilience in youth:
• Ten by two (10x2)
is a useful technique
for teachers. A teacher decides to talk to a
student with whom
he or she has a poor
relationship. They talk
about something of
interest to the student
for two minutes a day
over the course of 10
days. The results can
be outstanding.
• In staff room conversations teachers
can discuss the assets
or strengths of targeted students, rather than their weaknesses. They can look
at them from the perspective of parents,
rather than teachers.
• High school aged students tend to listen
to peers more than to
adults. Peer coaches
are an effective tool
for engaging both the
coaches and the students needing help.
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Resilience Research: A Snapshot
For the past 50 years researchers have
been grappling with the question of why
some children are more resilient than
others. Their ﬁndings have provided an
important basis for understanding the
roles of biology and the environment in
the development of resilience and how
they interact together. An understanding
of the history of resilience research can
help us address current challenges in
promoting youth resilience in schools
and communities across the country.
It began when Norman Garmezy looked
into the reasons for some children of
schizophrenics doing better in life than
others. Resilience research has now
grown to include modern neurobiology
and genetics. We know that genes
inﬂuence our response to stress.
Neuroscientists have also established
that the brain is more plastic than we
previously thought, giving it the potential
to respond and recover from injury and
illness throughout our lives.

to depression when confronted with
adverse circumstances.
Dr. Suniya Luthar, Professor of Psychology
and Education at Columbia University
Teacher’s College and Dr. Ann Masten,
Distinguished University Professor at
the Institute of Child Development,
University of Minnesota, have focused on
how children adapt positively in the face
of risk. Masten, who participated in the
National Dialogue, believes professionals
in schools have an instrumental role
to play in reducing risk and fostering
resilience. She cites the research of Dr.
Adele Diamond at the University of
British Columbia. Diamond has studied
a preschool curriculum designed to
improve the executive function and
attention skills of high-risk children. She
has found that the curriculum improves
the brain’s adaptive function – meaning
that what is genetic is not “ﬁxed” for
life.

Today we know that genes interact
with socio-economic conditions, human
circumstances and other environmental
factors. Resilience research is also
concerned with children’s strengths and
assets. Researchers and practitioners
look at ways to intervene and design
programs based on that strength-based
approach, instead of focusing on risk.

Educators and others are
taking a strength based
approach rather than
focusing on risk.
British psychiatrist Sir Michael Rutter,
determined that genetic variations can
promote resilience, acting as buffers
against adversity. They can inﬂuence
a child’s response to trauma and loss.
Recent research by Avshalom Caspi
and Terrie Mofﬁtt, professors at Duke
University, suggests that people with at
least one short 5-HTT allele (as opposed
to two long ones) are more prone

www.thelearningpartnership.ca

At the University of Pennsylvania, social
psychologist Martin Seligman and others
have focused on the value of teaching
children, adolescents and adults
accurate, positive and ﬂexible thinking
patterns to help develop resilience. The
Penn Resilience Program trains teachers
and adolescents to use cognitive skills to

A Continuing Series of Progress Reports from The Learning Partnership

Exemplary
Practice

adapt positively to difﬁcult
circumstances.
Another practical application of resilience research
is the focus on assessing
the strengths and assets
of vulnerable chilldren.
Canadian pro-ponents of
the asset-based approach
include Dr. Kim SchonertReichl of the University
of British Columbia, who
participated in the National
Dialogue. She believes
resilience does not simply
reside in a child. It is born
through a process involving
a child’s characteristics and
the dynamic involved in relationships.
There is growing research on the
economic beneﬁts of resilience. Studies
have demonstrated the high rate of
return from investing in early learning
programs. The highest return results
from investing in high-quality programs
that reach the children at greatest risk.
Nobel Laureate and economist James
Heckman’s research indicates that public
investment in early learning yields the
highest economic return compared
to investment later in the education
lifecycle.

Resilience is born through
a process involving a
child’s characteristics and
the dynamic involved in
relationships.
Dr. Heckman computes that return to
be 8:1 for early childhood programs,
compared to a 3:1 return for primary
and secondary education and 1:1 for
adult training. RAND Corporation reports
have identiﬁed economic beneﬁts for
individuals in the U.S. ranging from
$1.26 to $17 for every $1 invested
in those programs. The research on
brain plasticity means that it is not too
late to help foster resilience in older

Approaches to fostering
resilience focused speciﬁcally on Aboriginal
youth have contributed
to our understanding
of the building blocks
of youth resilience.

children. Periods of transition, such as
pre-adolescence and from childhood
to adulthood, offer opportunities for
action, according to Schonert-Reichl.
During pre- and early adolescence,
young people learn to regulate emotions
and build self-awareness, relationship
skills and self-management. During the
transition to adulthood (age 18-25), the
brain continues to develop its executive
functions, including reasoning ability
and the formation of cause and effect
thinking.
At Dalhousie University’s School of Social
Work, Dr. Michael Ungar is focusing on
the interaction between children and
youth and their values, as well as those of
their family and community. His work with
the International Resilience Project (IRP)
examined the lives of young people in 11
countries on ﬁve continents. The study
looked at the aspects that help youth
cope with challenges, ﬁnding a range
of factors that contribute signiﬁcantly
to youth resilience, including: Individual
assets;
Relationships;
Community
contexts; and Culture.
These factors all have implications for
how we develop policy and program
approaches to increasing children’s
capacity for resilience and creating the
environments that nurture it.

Circle of Courage, a
treatment/intervention
approach based on
the work of Dr. Larry
Brendtro, Dr. Martin
Brokenleg, and Dr. Steve
Van Bockern in South
Dakota is designed
to build self-determination, self-sufﬁciency
and
empowerment
using the values and
models of indigenous
peoples.
Circle of Courage is
based on four primary
components
necessary to build resilience:
Belonging,
Mastery,
Independence,
and
Generosity. These components form the basis of intervention and
programs for each individual. The Circle of
Courage approach integrates Western educational thought with the
wisdom of indigenous
cultures and research
on youth development.
The approach has been
applied in programs
and initiatives throughout the country and is
promoted internationally as well.
www.circleofcourage.org

www.thelearningpartnership.ca

5

A Continuing Series of Progress Reports from The Learning Partnership

From the
Experts

Dialogue Highlights
Leaders in the ﬁeld of resilience interacted
with participants at the National Dialogue
on Resilience in Youth. This section
summarizes their important messages.
Dr. Kimberly SchonertReichl, developmental
psychologist,
associate professor,
University of British
Columbia

“The one critical
thing we can do to
promote and foster
resilience is to make
sure every child
grows up having
a positive relationship with a competent, caring caregiver. Making sure
every child has a
supportive, positive
relationship with
at least one adult
is the most powerful protective factor we can provide.
The
bottom-line
conclusion is that
resilience is about
relationships.”
Ann Masten, professor,
University
of Minnesota Institute
of
Child
Development

6

Adults who emphasize
a child’s assets are
among the most important protective
factors in promoting resilience. Children
with two or more caring adults in their
early lives do better in school than
those with fewer signiﬁcant adults. Dr.
Schonert-Reichl’s research indicates that
effective schools provide caring adults,
who know their students by name,
check in with them, and support and
nurture them. Schools that promote
resilience create a sense of autonomy in
their students, and emphasize problemsolving and self-control. These skills make
children and youth feel more competent
and help them bond to their school
communities.
Dr. Wayne Hammond,
president and CEO,
Resiliency Initiatives
Canada
Resiliency Canada, in
Calgary, Alberta, has
developed a resiliency
assessment
and
evaluation protocol to understand the
strengths related to long-term resilience.
Results from the protocol provide
the basis for early identiﬁcation, the
development of strategic action plans to
foster resilience, and a way to evaluate
the effectiveness of interventions of
schools, communities and treatment
agencies. “We need to give kids multiple
invitations to tell their stories and to
develop relationships at all stages of
their lives. We need to invite them into
safety.”

www.thelearningpartnership.ca

Dr. Fraser Mustard,
physician, international leader in early
development, head
of The Founders’
Network
Dr. Mustard’s work
on
early
child
development establishes the connection
between neurological development
and the earliest experiences of young
children. His ﬁndings stress the importance of the early years in developing
the building blocks for learning, mental
health, ability and success. The cost to
individual Canadians and to our society
of poor early child development is
$120 billion a year in crime and violence
and another $100 billion in mental health,
behaviour and drug use. By contrast,
a universal early childhood education
program would cost billions to serve 2.1
million children aged 0 to 6 years. That
high-quality universal program would
involve spending 1.5 percent of our
GDP, up from our current 0.25 percent.
The choice is clear and should ﬂow from
our commitment to equity: early human
development programs reduce the
number of vulnerable children in all social
classes and increases their resilience.
Dr. Gabor Maté,
physician/author
Attachment and resilience are intimately
connected. Struggles
with both are also at
the core of drug and
alcohol addiction, says
Dr. Maté. Trauma, such as the residential
schools tragedy for First Nations families
or the Holocaust, is multi-generational. All
of Maté’s addicted clients were “sexually
abused and serially abandoned.” The
increasing amounts of stress that
parents are under also affects children,
by preventing the parents from being
the nurturing individuals children need
to develop resilience. When parents are
not present for their children, children
will attach to their peers – but peers are
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not at a developmental stage to give
unconditional love and acceptance. Some
children protect themselves by becoming
cruel and seeking risky behaviours
that provide hyper-stimulation. Early
identiﬁcation of potential risk is
important. We need to support teenage
mothers because prevention of drug
addiction begins in the crib. All adults
who deal with kids – parents, extended
family, teachers, daycare workers,
physicians, police, social workers - must
become attachment ﬁgures, not just role
models.
Dr. Anthony
Hutchinson,
CEO, Brampton
Neighbourhood
Resources Centre
People can change
later in life, although
the
interventions
required are longer and more expensive.
For Dr. Hutchinson, resilience goes
beyond bio-genetic factors. It also
involves managing our own resources to
address adversity. He believes that social
determinants of health, such as social
supports, communication and leadership
skills, and the propensity for learning,
interact with an individual’s predisposition towards resilience. In fostering
resilience in an individual, it is important
to frame a positive point of reference. For
example, by focusing on athletic ability,
or leadership/communication skills. We
can reframe characteristics that others
have labelled negative.
Dr. David Wolfe,
clinical psychologist,
RBC, chair,
Children’s Mental
Health, head, CAMH
Centre for Prevention
Science, London, ON
It is important to
shift the focus from at-risk individuals
to universal intervention. Every child
needs to know how to develop healthy
relationships. We should introduce

the topic of healthy relationships in
kindergarten, and we should teach media
literacy, to help kids understand that
violence is not entertainment. Teaching
about healthy relationships is “about
teaching kids respect,” says Wolfe.
Dr. Ben Levin,
professor and chair,
Canada research,
education leadership
and policy, acting
deputy minister of
education, Ontario
We need to make a
connection between the knowledge that
research generates and what we do in
our institutions every day, to turn them
into places where people feel a sense
of belonging. We must start changing
mainstream projects and institutions.
Communities and schools can own the
work of resilience. We need to return to
how we support children and families
and ﬁnd a balance between what
institutions need to do and what people
need to do in their own lives. We must
do a better job at evaluating the pilot
projects and programs that already exist,
to gather the evidence that will produce
real effects. We need a better process
of mutual learning – bringing people
together to share ideas and learn from
each other.
The Honourable
Tim Sale, former
minister of health
of Government of
Manitoba
As the minister of
health,
Tim
Sale
was responsible for
launching Healthy Child Manitoba, a
highly successful program that fosters
resilience in youth at risk. It is overseen
by a cabinet committee – the only one
in the country – that is devoted to
supporting healthy children and families.
Ministers from six departments sit on the
committee.

Exemplary
Practice
Healthy Child Manitoba
(HCM) provides a vital
policy framework for initiatives that help children
and youth reach their
potential. Healthy Child
Manitoba works with
families to support their
children within strong
communities.
Led by the Healthy Child
Committee of Cabinet,
HCM brings together all
departments concerned
with children and youth.
It works with community
organizations to ﬁnance
programs the communities
determine are important
to creating health. The
resulting programs differ,
from prenatal allowances
for at-risk mothers in some
communities, to Rock and
Read programs and Roots
of Empathy initiatives in
others.
HCM focuses on childcentered public policy
through the integration
of ﬁnancial and community-based family supports. HCM researches
best practices and models
and adapts them to Manitoba’s unique situation,
focusing on child-centred
public policy by integrating ﬁnancial and community-based supports.
“Funding for children and
families needs to grow
yearly out of a government’s base budget, just
as the money ﬂows for
schools and boards,” said
Tim Sale, former minister
of health, responsible for
establishing Healthy Child
Manitoba.
www.gov.mb.ca/healthychild

www.thelearningpartnership.ca
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From the
Experts

Youth Reﬂections
When Desmond thinks back to what made him want to give up on his life, he
remembers his school football games. He wished desperately for parents who
would watch him from the sidelines.
Desmond, whose grandmother adopted him when his parents’ addictions made
them unable to care for him, sometimes had his grandmother’s boyfriend to cheer
him on at the games. But he felt different from his teammates. He was alone.

“All adults who
work with kids
have to be nurturing adults. Schools
need to promote
long-term development goals, rather
than just shortterm behavioural
goals.
“We have to recreate the attachment
village. There needs
to be an attachment relationship
between teachers
and parents, as
much as between
teachers and students, so students
experience themselves in an attachment network.”
Dr. Gabor Maté,
physician and author

For a time, Desmond dropped out of school and turned to alcohol and drugs. He
struggled with anger and unanswered questions about why his parents weren’t
there for him. Then came an epidemic of suicides that took the lives of six family
members and friends, some in Sandy Bay, Saskatchewan, his home community,
which is largely Cree. One day, when living in Saskatoon where he was attending
high school, Desmond wrote a suicide note and gave it to his Grade 10 English
teacher, Mr. Bradshaw.
It was a turning point in his life.
Bradshaw talked to Desmond. He listened as Desmond yelled, screamed and
pounded. When the anger was spent, Desmond promised to see his teacher the
next day. “I hope so,” Bradshaw said simply.
That relationship saved Desmond. “He never gave up on me. He never left me,”
Desmond says of his teacher.
Bradshaw also encouraged Desmond to write poetry. Unconcerned about
Desmond’s spelling, he saw behind the letters to the images. He sat the young
man down with a dictionary and made him re-write words, and he turned a boy
who hated reading into one who devours books.
Today, Desmond, 20, is the Junior Mayor of Sandy Bay. He helps other Cree youth
in his community ﬁnd their voice. He speaks at youth conferences, and he has a
goal: To be a First Nations chief whose deﬁnition of leadership involves “a process
of work and understanding.”

The Learning Partnership gathered the
perspectives of young people on what
it means to be resilient through surveys
and discussions in Victoria, Toronto and
Sandy Bay, coordinated by The Centre
for Excellence in Youth Engagement.
The youth reported different concerns
and the need for different services
to foster resilience, depending upon
their location. But they conﬁrmed
the importance of relationships and
mentoring by signiﬁcant adults, either
for helping them to survive trauma and
loss, or for making them feel secure
enough that they could overcome any
potential setback.
In Sandy Bay, a Cree community of
about 3,000 people north of Saskatoon,
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resilience was an unfamiliar concept.
Many youth surveyed did not know what
would make them more resilient or what
they wanted. They were not used to being
asked for their input. At ﬁrst, they found
it difﬁcult to articulate their wants and
needs. Then they started to talk about
community safety: better lighting and a
recreation or community centre where
they could hang out. Others called for a
return to a traditional Aboriginal lifestyle
that relied on the land.
In Victoria, youth talked about the
need for more counselling services and
an eating disorder clinic. In Toronto,
where there are more services and
opportunities, students suggested that
adults “be real” if they want youths to
trust and conﬁde in them. They called for
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a gang exit program, and a gay/lesbian/
straight alliance.
Jeff was 16 years old and living in a
foster family when he began spending
time at the Brampton Neighbourhood
Resource Centre in southern Ontario.
His father had ﬂed back to Vietnam after
assaulting his mother’s boyfriend. His
mother, addicted to crack cocaine, was a
prostitute. Jeff and his four brothers and
two sisters were separated and living in
the care of the provincial child welfare
agency. Despite the trauma and loss that
put Jeff at risk, by the time he was 18
the Brampton Centre had given him an
award. Today, Jeff is in college, learning
a trade.
One of the major protective factors in
Jeff’s life was his older brother, Josh,
who was determined that his siblings
would not turn to drugs and alcohol.
Josh excelled in break-dancing, and
raised money to buy food for the family.
He fostered positive development in his
family – and was a mentor for his brother
Jeff.
Like Desmond and Jeff, many young
people who have struggled, but survived,
can name the adults whose active support
helped them through. For Marilyn, it
was her Kokum – her grandmother. In
her early teens in Sandy Bay, Marilyn had
trouble with the transition from middle

school to high school. She felt different
from her friends. Her community battles
with high rates of alcoholism and suicide.
Marilyn was so depressed she did not
get out of bed.
Spending time with her grandmother
helped. “She told me to get out and do
something – don’t be sad all the time –
live your life,” Marilyn said.

“Adults should never give up
on young people; Even when
a child or a student pushes
you away.”
Young people also react to the high
level of stress of the adults in their lives.
Ronza, 16, from Toronto, urges parents
to be open and honest. She asks adults
to take care of themselves. “You guys
have to be okay for us to be okay,” she
said. Desmond and Marilyn ask parents
to display more positive emotion. They
want adults to smile, to be happy, to
remember why they had children.
“Just get loose, and remember life.
You’re supposed to enjoy life,” said
Desmond.

Exemplary
Practice
The Breakfast Club began
when a teacher in Coquitlam, B.C. told her grade
eight students about research suggesting that
when individuals help others, they become happier.
The school was struggling
with bullying and many
students were low-income,
coming to school hungry.
The students decided to
conduct an experiment to
perform random acts of
kindness for the teachers,
ranging from writing supportive notes to providing
treats. Calling themselves
“The Breakfast Club,” they
also conducted anonymous
acts of kindness for students and, ultimately, the
community.
The response was magical.
After their ﬁrst acts of kindness, student engagement
in the project took off and
their activities grew. They
received media attention
and donations from the
community poured in. The
school was abuzz with talk
of the Breakfast Club and
speculation about the identity of its members.
The students agreed to
reveal themselves once
the school raised 1,300
items for the local food
bank. The school far exceeded that goal and the
Breakfast Club students revealed themselves to enormous applause! Efforts
continue until today. Those
students also went on to
be successful high school
students.
This story illustrates the
wonderful things that can
happen when students
are given the power, love,
and support to follow their
hearts, explore something
they are good at, and do
exceptional things.

www.thelearningpartnership.ca
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From the
Experts

Recommendations
Parents, extended family members, teachers, principals, community members,
leaders, policy makers, decision makers and politicians all play important roles in
putting the protective factors in place that foster resilience. We need to keep this
issue high on the public priority list. Our goal is to change public policy to reﬂect an
increased focus on resilience and the successful practices that foster it in children
and youth.
1. Focus on strengths and assets to promote resilience
Research indicates that focusing on and recognizing the strengths and assets of
children and youth – especially those who are vulnerable – is more effective than
concentrating on deﬁcits, particularly during periods of transition. Schools can be
protective by promoting self-esteem and mastery over skills and knowledge; they
can give students opportunities to experience success and to develop problemsolving and social skills.

“It is absolutely
necessary for this
country to invest in
early intervention.
Otherwise, our ﬁnancial future is at
risk – not just our
human capital but
our ﬁnancial capital. These are the
kids who are going
to lead our world,
and if we’re not
helping them cope
with that world,
we are going to be
in trouble.”
Dr. Robert Westbury,
educator/business
leader

Boards and schools should support systems in schools such as peer
tutoring, counseling, student participation in decision-making and
learning supports to increase a struggling student’s ability to cope
and withstand risk.
2. Emphasize early learning as a foundation for success
Ensuring attachment and the best possible nurturing and development in a child’s
early years is the most effective way to foster healthy, resilient children. As a society,
we need to provide programs that support vulnerable mothers prenatally, and
promote strong parenting skills for parents who are struggling. Our public policies
must help nurture infants and support families and their communities.
We need a national strategy to provide affordable and high-quality
early learning opportunities so all children have the tools to be
resilient and to succeed at school and beyond.
3. Build programs and strategies on a foundation of mentorship
While investment in early learning provides the greatest economic return, current
research also tells us that the brain can change throughout an individual’s life. The
relationships children and young people have with signiﬁcant adults at various stages
of growth can transform them. Programs that connect young people to mentors
be they teachers, coaches, youth workers, guidance counselors, aunts, uncles,
godparents, or others are crucial.
Schools and teachers should develop policies, programs and initiatives
to create and foster mentorship opportunities throughout the school,
through teachers, coaches, principals or students as peer coaches.
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4. Mandate partnerships across governments and communities to promote
resilience in youth
Promoting resilience requires the combined efforts of parents and families, schools,
communities, businesses, researchers, governments and the youth themselves. For
partnerships to succeed they must:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Involve youth
Connect families, communities and schools
Coordinate the education and social services system
Maximize existing networks
Bring people together to share and learn
Lobby government and politicians
The Learning Partnership is calling for a National Summit on
Youth Resilience, involving parents, youth, educators, youth justice
advocates, mental health professionals, immigrants, anti-poverty
organizers, business people, labour leaders, policymakers, community
leaders and politicians to develop and endorse strategies, and build
coalitions to enact those strategies. We must get diverse people and
organizations speaking the language of resilience and understanding
why it matters to them.

In Practice
There is no one model that successfully fosters resilience in any individual or group of
children. Successful practices do have common attributes, though. They are:
The Governance Structure:
•
•
•
•
•

Involve health, justice, education, government, youth and community
representatives
Identify and involve passionate champions and prominent community
leaders
Focus on youth-driven programs across ministries, agencies and community
organizations
Include an evaluation component
Build relationships across boundaries and barriers

At the Policy Level:
•
•
•
•
•

Policies should be based on solid evidence of what works
Motivate and engage youth in activities where they can master skills and
succeed
Build on strengths of families and individuals
Start from the premise that all children and youth are “at promise” not
“at risk”
Foster healthy social and emotional skills

Practically Speaking:
•
•
•

Provide a culturally sensitive approach
Place the best interests of children and youth ﬁrst; listen to them
Help youth learn to interact and solve their own problems

Exemplary
Practice
Since 2004, The Learning
Partnership’s
Welcome
to Kindergarten (WTK)
program has provided
literacy and early learning
resources to more than
160,000 children and their
families across the country.
It has become a powerful
family
engagement
program that promotes
resilience in young children
by preparing them for
formal
learning.
WTK
builds a relationship that
is welcoming, trusting,
respectful and supportive
for parents, in schools and
communities, enhancing
the parent’s role as the
child’s ﬁrst teacher.
Before
starting
Kindergarten, children and
parents/guardians attend
an orientation at their
neighbourhood
school.
They learn strategies and
activities for use at home,
and receive books, music,
crayons, scissors and other
resources.
Families
connect
with
teachers, school resource
personnel and community
agency staff, who train
them to engage in activities
that support young children
in their transition to school.
Children who participate
tend to be better prepared
for school, and families
have a better understanding
of the experiences and
resources that support
early development and
learning. Data collected
with the Early Development
Instrument suggest that
participation
in
WTK
positively affects children’s
early school readiness,
when compared to the
children who do not
participate in the program.
www.thelearningpartnership.ca
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