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Wayne Hammond

Introduction

Parents want their children to grow up well — to be happy, principled, and grounded, and 
to form lasting and healthy relationships. We want our children to do well in school, get meaningful jobs, 
and to give back to their communities, nations, and to the world.
 
Sometimes those aspirations can seem far removed from the day-to-day realities that we experience as 
our children grow. As parents, it’s easy to get so caught up in daily worries that we forget to focus on the 
things we are doing that can make a big difference later in life. Yet the way we parent today plays an 
essential role in our children’s 
long-term success in education, 
career, health, and relationships.

They feel self-confident, optimistic and empowered. 
They are understanding and sympathetic of the feelings of others (as well as their own). 
They have learned to set realistic goals and have high expectations for themselves. 
They have great coping strategies that are growth-fostering rather than self-defeating.
They see challenges as opportunities to grow.
They are aware of their limitations, and use strengths to cope.
They have effective interpersonal skills and seek out support.
They have a deep and caring relationship with at least one positive adult.
They know what they can and cannot control in their lives.

The real task of parenting is not to prepare the path for 
our children - rather, to prepare them for the path they 
will inevitably need to take.

Characteristics of a Resilient Child



Resilience
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The focus on resilience began as an effort to determine why children from the same challenging 
environments might achieve different levels of success and happiness.  Researchers wanted know what 
protective forces in children’s lives buffered them from all that was wrong.  They learned that resilience is 
an essential factor in determining not only which children will adapt, but which will thrive. Resilience is 
commonly defined as an ability to bounce back and adapt when 
faced with challenging situations. Further, children 
who are resilient develop social, academic, 
and vocational competence and a 
strong sense of optimism.

Resilient children are able to thrive by 
overcoming difficult situations and they go 
on to lead healthy, successful lives. They 
are less likely to turn to high-risk behaviours 
such as drug use, bullying, or self-harm, and 
are more likely to be involved in healthy 
activities like volunteering, mentoring, 
sports, clubs, and leadership.  

Why is Resilience Important?

It is important to understand that resilience is uneven – a child might be resilient in one situation, 
but need a higher level of support and nurturing in another.  Resilience is not invulnerability to 
risk; rather, resilience is a quality that allows children to be prepared to successfully navigate a 
stressful and complicated world. 

The number and quality of internal (personal 
beliefs one has about themselves) and external 
(transformational influences one has in their 
support influences and relationships) 
developmental strengths a child has 
determines how resilient he or she is. Building 
on a child’s developmental strengths, rather 
than fixing his or her weaknesses, leads to 
enhanced character and positive transitions 
through the developmental stages toward 
adulthood.  
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Strengths-Based Parenting

Have the ability to demonstrate empathy by putting themselves in their child’s shoes.
Communicate effectively and listen actively.
Understand the need to change “negative scripts” – they have the insight and courage to 
think about doing things differently. 
Focus on and acknowledge the positive behaviours more often than challenging behaviours.
Create opportunities for learning from mistakes, and build upon them to create confidence.
Support the development of responsibility, compassion, and a social conscience by providing 
their child opportunities to support worthy causes or to help others.  
Provide resources and learning opportunities for children to explore their interest, sparks and 
abilities.
Accept their children for who they are and help them to set realistic goals and expectations.
Connect their children to positive adult role models in their school, community and peer 
environments.
Help their children to experience success by identifying their strengths and learning from 
failures.
Help children to develop problem-solving skills by assisting them to solve their own 
problems rather than stepping in with their own solutions.
Recognize a child’s capacity, maturity, common sense, and learning and communicate the 
message that “you have everything you need to succeed”
Provide clear and consistent expectations and boundary setting that are both clear and 
warm.
Challenge negative, defeatist thinking and encourage optimism.

The Mindset of the Strengths-Based Parent

Marcel Proust

The only real voyage 
of discovery exists, 
not in seeing new 
landscapes, but in 
having new eyes.

While it does indeed “take a village to raise a child”, the best starting 
point is at home, with parents. It is essential for children to develop deep, 
strong roots through positive relationships with their parents and to be 
surrounded by a supportive community so that their resilience will carry 
them successfully into the future.

Parents who engage in the process of raising resilient children are guided 
by a road map of important guideposts, principles, ideas and actions.  
However, grasping the complexities of this road map is often an ongoing 
process mixed with challenges, setbacks and successes.  Although we 
may wish for a true, proven, golden path to the future, that path does 
not exist.  We can, however, be encouraged by the knowledge that 
we have certain landmarks and strengths-based strategies to 
help us navigate each child’s unique journey.  While each of us is 
influenced by a variety of factors including personality, family 
values and educational experiences, the strengths-based 
provides a guide in raising resilient children.
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Strategies - What Strengths-Based Parents Do Differently 

Unlike a traditional parenting approach that focuses on avoiding risk and managing negative 
behaviours, the strength-based parenting approach focuses on positive relational interactions and 
capacity building strategies that will strengthen a child’s ability to meet life’s challenges with 
thoughtfulness, confidence, purpose, and empathy. While the journey of each child is shaped by 
any number of unique factors, there are some critical guideposts and ideas that influence and 
direct the strengths-based approach.

1) Seeing a child as “at potential”, rather than as “at risk”
Guiding the mindset of a strengths-based parent is the critical idea that ‘my child is amazing’ and needs 
to understand their unique potential and its implications for their journey. It is not about being afraid for 
your child and protecting them from all stress and risk, which often creates an enhanced vulnerability. 
Rather, strengths-based parents believe in the ability of their children to take smart risks and overcome 
developmentally appropriate challenges, to learn from them, and develop in healthy ways.

2) Preparing the child to walk the path
The strengths-based parenting process is an ‘inward-out’ process. It is a focus on what a child is becom-
ing, as opposed to what they will be. If one focuses on the parenting process today, the behaviours will 
look after themselves tomorrow. Resilient children innately respond to challenges in constructive ways 
and slowly develop the essential characteristics that are considered to be the qualities of successful and 
productive members of society.

3) Connecting before teaching
Essential to developing a child’s resilience is connecting - laying the foundation of a secure, trusting and 
loving parent-child relationship. Children need to know that they will always be cared for so they feel 
valued, competent and confident about their future. Children who trust thier parents and feel valued by 
them will value their input for life. Connectedness is the key reason why children embrace the major 
values and perspectives of their parents over the numerous societal and peers influences during the 
transitional teenage years – they value the relationship and do not want to disappoint those they care 
about.

4) Promote learning from mistakes
Strengths-based parents understand that loving a child is 
not based upon whether or not they make mistakes. It is 
important to emphasize to our children that mistakes are 
not only accepted, but also expected. The focus of 
parenting is helping a child to explore and try new 
things, knowing that not every effort will result in 
success. Children need to know that making mistakes 
should not define who they are; rather it is what they do 
with the mistakes that defines them.
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5) Focus on what is right
Parents need to celebrate a child’s accomplishments and emphasize the child’s role in successful coping.  
It is important to support the strengths that lead to small successes, then to continue building upon 
them with more challenging opportunities – stretching your child to experience more than they thought 
they could accomplish. This process leads to the development of what Carol Dweck calls a “growth 
mindset” – a mindset that embraces challenges, persists in the face of setbacks, sees effort as an 
important key to success, and learns from feedback and advice.  Developing a child’s strengths takes 
time and needs to be developmentally appropriate with realistic expectations.

6) Understand the role of re-writing negative scripts 
When a particular parenting strategy is not working, strengths-based parents know it is important to take 
a step back and consider a different option. Positive change as a parent-driven process – if you want to 
see certain change in your children, you need to start with yourself.  In our role as a teacher (ages 1 to 12) 
or facilitator (ages 13 to 18), it is common to have the following beliefs:

That one size fits all: all children can be parented the same way
Its not my job to change, it is my child’s role to just obey
Our children should be more appreciative of our hard work and parental efforts
My expectations and goals as a parent are realistic – if I say so
It was the way I was parented – (excess baggage from the past)

Five things to support re-writing our scripts:

 Accept your responsibility to change
 Know what you have done so far and why it does or does not work 
 Explore the need behind the behaviour
 Seek and ye shall find – every challenge has a solution
 If at first you do not succeed, try again

7) Calm through the storm
While it is very normal and healthy for our children to start speaking their mind and challenging the way 
things are, this can result in the potential for daily disagreements, frequent misunderstandings and 
power struggles at home. Practice patience, strive to listen, understand and acknowledge that your child 
has a right to his or her perspective, even if you disagree.
Strengths-based parents understand the need to have expectations and to set boundaries in ways that 
are balanced and promote opportunities for building trust. 

    It encourages communication skills
    It teaches your child how to relate to and communicate with an adult
    It teaches decision making and the art of positive compromising
    It demonstrates respect
    It helps children to better understand the perspectives of others
    It focuses on responsibilities and priorities.
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Strengths-based parents also understand that there are some things in a family that are non-negotiable.  
They are important enough that you will be firm and determined about them: things that are immoral, 
illegal, unsafe, unhealthy and cruel, or that are rude, disrespectful or unwise.  
Model how you want your children to act by being fair, firm and friendly. Know your bottom line ahead of 
time and don’t be afraid to set a boundary around those important issues (i.e. underage drinking or using 
drugs). Avoid power struggles and getting caught up in fighting over small stuff that in the big picture 
doesn't really matter much.

8) Support resiliency building through good communication

Strengths-based parents understand that although we must often guide our children, listening is equally 
important.  Children need to express themselves and feel like the important people in their lives want to 
understand them - this is critical to building competence.  Its important to be ready to listen when a child 
wants to talk, to give them our full attention, to ask about what is going on in their lives and to ask them 
for ideas and opinions in family discussions.  Effective communication involves listening even when we 
disagree and expressing a willingness to talk about any of the tough subjects.  As for the parent’s 
influence, model good communication by speaking in a way that is respectful and honest and that 
acknowledges the strengths of the child. 

9) Widening the circle to 
develop responsibility, 
compassion and
a social conscience

Outside of the immediate family, children 
need connections to multiple groups of 
friends, relatives, school staff, and 
community members.  The more 
supportive and positive connections they 
have, the more children develop a sense of 
connectedness to a larger community that 
values them.  By being in situations where 
they are able to contribute, children start 
to realize that others have needs and they 
can be part of the solution.  If parents 
support their children in connecting to 
organizations that promote the same 
values, those values are reinforced and 
children learn that others expect them to 
play fair, be honest and loyal, responsible, 
and compassionate toward others. 
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What do Children Need?

Children require hope and courage to follow their goals. These qualities help them develop the inner 
strength and resilience necessary to succeed in life despite the many challenges they will inevitably face. 
To develop a resilient mindset, children need more that just support and care; they need daily affirmation, 
parents’ active involvement, and opportunities to participate in community. Children require boundaries, 
values, realistic expectations, and caring influences like schools. While there is no precise formula, there 
are common themes that all parents must provide to their children – placing the emphasis and energy of 
parenting on what it takes to raise resilient children. It is important to ask the following:

 Do my messages convey and teach respect?
 Am I putting relationship building before being directing?
 Am I fostering realistic expectations?
 Am I helping my child to problem-solve?
 Am I teaching empathy and compassion?
 Am I promoting self-discipline and control?
 Am I setting limits in ways that permit learning?
 Am I validating what my child says?
 Do my children know that I value their input?
 Do my children know how special they are to me?
 Do my children know that mistakes are part of the process of learning?
 Am I comfortable in acknowledging my own mistakes and apologizing to my child?

If I had my child to raise over
I’d build self-esteem first and the house later
I’d finger paint more and point the finger less

I would do less correcting and more connecting
I’d take my eyes off my watch and watch with my eyes

I would care to know less and know more to care I’d take more 
hikes and fly more kites

I’d stop playing serious and seriously play
I would run through more fields and gaze more stars

I would do more hugging and less tugging I’d see the oak tree in 
the acorn more often

I would be firm less often and affirm much more I’d care less 
about the love of power More about the power of love

A. Bronson Alcott
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Digging Deeper
To support this amazing journey with your children, the Strengths-Based Parent Guide was 
designed to provide parents a way to understand resilience and its role in a child’s life. Based upon the 
responses to the questions in the survey, the site outlines which developmental strengths your child can 
‘build upon’ (strengths that they already understand and is regularly use), and which developmental 
strengths may need to be ‘built up’ – developed through purposeful parenting strategies.
The Parent Guide was designed to support a strengths-based parenting approach that will strengthen 
children’s ability to meet life’s challenges with thoughtfulness, confidence, purpose, and empathy:

Suggested Reading
“Active Parenting of Teens: Parent’s Guide’ By Michael H. Popkin

“How to Talk So Kids Will Listen And Listen So Kids Will Talk By Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish

“Building Resilience in Children and Teens” By Ken Ginsburg

“Parenting Without Power Struggles: Raising Joyful, Resilient Kids While Staying Cool, Calm and Connected” 
By Susan Stiffelman

Kids Can Cope: Parenting Resilient Children at Home and School” Published by The Psychology Foundation of
Canada

“Growing Up Resilient: Ways to Build Resilience in Children and Youth” Published by Centre for Addition & 
MentalHealth

“Hold Onto Your Kids: Why Parents Need to Matter More Than Peers” By Gordon Neufeld and Gabor Mate

“Have a New Kid by Friday” By Kevin Leman

“Raising Resilient Children: Fostering Strength, Hope and Optimism in Your Child” By Robert Brooks and Sam
Gildstein

Yes, Your Teenager is Crazy!: Loving Your Child Without Losing Your Mind” By Michael J. Bradley

“Raising An Emotionally Intelligent Child: The Heart of Parenting” by John Gottman

“Raise Your Child Without Raising Your Voice” By Sarah Radcliffe

“Smart Parenting For Smart Kids: Nurturing Your Child’s True Potential” By Eileen Kennedy-Moore & Mark
Lowenthal

“Easy Ways to Teach Kids Hard Things: The Fun Way to Teach Your Children Important Life Lessons” Published 
by The Bookworm’s

“Positive Discipline” Series By Jane Nelson

Providing parents with a practical understanding of what resilience is and its role in their child’s 
development.
Moving the focus of parenting from managing behaviour or “perceived problems” to seeing the 
child as “at potential” with the innate capacity to navigate life’s challenges successfully.
Supporting parents in exploring and ‘building upon’ the developmental strengths that their child 
understands and is able to draw upon effectively.
Provides parents with a strengths-based ‘Roadmap’ to purposefully nurture a child’s innate 
strengths, social capacity and resilience in ways that prepares them to thrive.
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