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A Strength Or A Risk
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The mental health and community care 
profession has been strongly 

influenced by the medical model with 
its focus on symptoms, illness, 

dysfunction and risk.   
 

One only needs to consider the 
influential publication called the DSM – 

The Diagnostic Statistical Manual of 
the American Psychiatric Association. 

 
 



Deficit -Based Model 
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The Deficit Cycle 
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“A deficit model assumes certain 
knowable norms for youth/family 

behaviour and interaction.  Whatever 
deviates from these norms is assumed 

to be defective.  Interventions then 
focus on fixing that which is in need of 
repair, inadvertently reinforcing a focus 

on dysfunction.”   
     (Madsen, 1999) 



The Deficit Model Tends 
 To Lead To: 

•  Labeling and therefore, limiting of  options 

•  Obscuring the recognition of  a person�s unique 
capabilities and strengths 

•  Focusing on the �can�ts� as opposed to the 
�cans�. 

•  Ignoring potential resulting from adversity 

•  Prescribed programming – as opposed to 
individualized 

•  Looking for patterns – broken homes, poverty 
etc. 



“ If a person thinks they are fragile and 
broken, they will live a fragile, broken life.  
If they believe they are strong and wise, 

they will live with enthusiasm and courage.  
The way a person perceives themselves, 
colors the way they will live.  We must be 

careful how we support others.”   

         Adapted from Wayne Muller



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

new eyes” – Marcel Proust 



Labels given to complex youth:

Community 

Loser 
Threatening 
Ungrateful 

Brat 
Thug 

Dangerous 
Victim 
Punk 

Gangster 
Drop-Out 
Trouble 

Delinquent 
Thief

Professionals 

Conduct Disordered 
Reactive Disorder 

A.D.H.D. 
Depressed 

Suicidal 
Borderline 
Antisocial 

Emotionally Disturbed 
Resistant 

Lacking Impulse 
Control

Youth 

Leader 
Tough 

Gang member 
Reliable 
Faithful 

Committed 
Sexy 

Survivor 
Stud 

Street Smart 
Helper 
Fighter



The Big Disconnect



Doing What It takes to 
Survive

Given their current level and response to stress 
(change), people always use their best problem-
solving strategies to get their needs met, even if 

these strategies are dysfunctional. (Brendtro)



Pain-Based Behaviour 
(Brendtro)

Painful emotions – include inner states such as 
fear, anger, sadness, disgust, hopelessness, 
helplessness, guilt, hatred, and shame. 
Painful thinking – may include distressing 
thought processes such as worry, anxiety, 
distrust, pessimism, blame, vengefulness, denial, 
and unconstructive rationalization 
Pain-based behaviour - puts painful emotions 
and thinking into action as an attempt to escape 
from pain 
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Role of  Stress
• Early stress has a profound effect on the prefrontal 

cortex which is critical for self-regulatory activities - 
emotional and cognitive. 

• Children experiencing early stress generally find it 
harder to concentrate, harder to sit still, harder to 
rebound from disappointments, harder to follow 
directions. 

• As a result, by adolescence, the incentive processing 
system is limited - that part responsible for regulating 
sensation seeking, emotional reactions, being attentive 
to social cues 

• We also know the cognitive control system responsible 
for regulating their urges is not fully developed until late 
twenties
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We Do Have A Choice!
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Albert Einstein defined 
�insanity� as doing the 

same thing over and 
over, but expecting 

different results. 



The Need For A Paradigm Shift

23



24

Nine Dot Puzzle 
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The strength-based approach seeks to 
answer some quite different questions like: 

•  Why do people survive the problems of life? 

•  What resources do people draw upon that 
account for their resilience? 

•  Why do a significant number of people 
experiencing social, mental and physical 
challenges not only survive, but thrive? 

•  What are the protective factors that support 
recovery and sustainable health. 

•  What meaning do people ascribe to their 
experiences, their suffering, and their triumphs? 



The Strengths-Based Cycle 



Deficit -Based Model 



Mindsets 
Deficit                Strengths  

•  Demoralizes and erodes 
confidence 

•  Reduces motivation and 
desire to achieve 

•  Focuses on past failures 
and creates negative 
expectations 

•  Notices only what a 
youth does not have 

•  Focuses on  problems – 
what could go wrong  

•  Empowers youth, 
increases belief  in 
themselves and hope 

•  A capacity building 
approach that youth can 
and will gravitate to 

•  Emphasizes the present 
and success expectancy 

•  Notices what is currently 
strong and focuses on 
possibilities 



Strengths-Based Model 
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James Heckman   
(University of  Chicago)

• GED study - Students who completed their GED 
had similar outcomes to those students who 
dropped out of  school 

• Students who completed school seemed to have 
developed certain soft skills like - inclination to 
persist with boring tasks, ability for delayed 
gratification, tendency to follow through on a plan.  
What we often refer to as character traits or 
resilience 

• These soft skills are more important than high IQ 
to success in post education, in the work place and 
life in general  31



1)  An absolute belief that every person has 
potential and it is their unique strengths 
and capabilities that will determine their 
evolving story and role. 

2) What we focus on becomes our reality – 
 At the very least, we must focus on 
 strengths, potential, opportunities and 
 celebrate successes as much as we  

 focus on risk management etc.  
 

  

Principles of a Strength-Based Practice 



3) The language we use creates our reality – 
and the reality of those we serve. 
 
4) Change is inevitable – all individuals are 
primarily motivated to move toward what is 
meaningful to them, to explore the world 
around them and to contribute to others 
and their community. 

 

  



5) Positive change occurs in the context of 
authentic relationships – all people need to 
know they are valued and cared for.   
 
6) Each person�s perspective (story) is 
important – Our role is to hear, understand 
and add to it in meaningful, purposeful 
ways.  
 
7) People have more confidence and 
comfort to journey to the future (the 
unknown) when they are invited to start 
with what they already know. 
 



“Success is achieved by 
developing our strengths, not 

by eliminating our 
weaknesses” 

 
Marilyn vos Savant 



Resilience
Definition of Resiliency 

Often Described as: “… an 
ability to spring back and 
adapt to life’s challenges 

Rather: 

 … an active process of self-
righting and personal growth - 
an attitude of hope and 
optimism based upon a  

 growth mindset that applies to 
both challenging and 
constructive times.”
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Role of Resilience and Protective 
Factors

Who 
You 
Are? 

Family 

Peers 

Work 

Community 

School



31 Developmental Strengths
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Resiliency and 
Marijuana Use

Used Marijuana (In the Past Month)
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Resiliency and Pro-Social  
N = 60,000



Resiliency and Volunteerism 
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Critical Components 
of Positive Change

  

An analysis of 40 years of research found the best 
predictor of successful change are two factors: 

1) engagement in meaningful relationship 

2) engagement in meaningful activities 

 83% of change involves these two factors 
 17% is a result of technique 
     (Miller & Duncan, 1997)



The Four Common Factors of 
Positive Change (Lambert, 1992)

Mentor Hope & 
Optimism

Youth 
Strengths

Program & 
Technique



I Am  
(Internal Characteristics/Strengths) 

+ 

I Have  
(External Strengths/Relationships & Connections) 

+ 

I Learn   
(Real and Meaningful Learning Across a Wide Range 

 of Desirable Outcomes ) 

 =     
I Can  

(Core Competencies, Resiliency, Capacity for Success) 
 

Adapted from Edith Grotberg, International Resilience Research Project (IRR) 

Transacting Transacting 



 Staking The Deck Against Risk 

“The idea is to collaboratively 
work to create an “ecology” 
around children and youth 
that makes it increasingly 
difficult for certain high 

behavioural and mental 
health challenges to survive.”   

W. Hammond
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Bonding To School  
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Caring School Climate 
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• Enhanced Probability For: 

– positive mental health 

– academic success 

– positive character traits  

– growth mindset 

– optimistic and hopeful 

– positive citizenship  

– positive inner values 

– positive self  esteem 

– positive social skills 

– positive problem solving

Impact of  Resilience

• Greater Risk For: 

– mental heath concerns 

– academically challenged 

– oppositional behaviour 

– risk taking attitude and 
behaviour (e.g.,drug use) 

– poor citizenship 

– survivor attitude 

– fixed mindset 

– limited social skills  

– negative self-esteem 
68

Low Resilience High Resilience



I Am  
(Internal Characteristics/Strengths) 

+ 

I Have  
(External Strengths/Relationships & Connections) 

+ 

I Learn   
(Real and Meaningful Learning Across a Wide Range 

 of Desirable Outcomes ) 

 =     
I Can  

(Core Competencies, Resiliency, Capacity for Success) 
 

Adapted from Edith Grotberg, International Resilience Research Project (IRR) 

Transacting Transacting 
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Positive Social Skills – Knows how to develop and maintain 
a strong network of supportive, healthy relationships.  

  
Positive Coping Skills – An ability to successfully cope with 

stress and navigate life experiences that are unclear and/
or uncertain. 

  
Positive Adaptability – Has good problem solving skills and 

knows that making mistakes is part of life and a way to 
learn. 

Positive Determination – Does not give up easily and tries 
hard even when things get challenging. 

Positive Group Membership – The ability to understand and 
take action according to prevailing social expectations 
and/or one’s commitments.  

Core Character Competencies Traits



Positive Values and Principles – Knows that there are basic values of 
“right” and “wrong” and uses them in their decisions making and 
coping behaviour. 

Positive Self-Esteem – Has a positive view of the future and a clear 
understanding of what their strengths are as well as how to use them 
in purposeful ways. 

Positive Emotional Awareness – Knows how to accurately identify, 
understand and express emotions in constructive ways. 

Positive Spark – Has a sense of enjoyment in particular activities and 
reflects as passion when engaged in them – creates a smile from 
inside.  

Positive Value Awareness – Is engaged in a curious exploration of their 
spiritual sense of self and its implications for ones purpose and meaning 
in life.  



Connect

Inspire

Facilitate

Empower

Challenges

Strengths-Based Capacity Building

Reflect

Explore

Experience

Thrive
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Critical Components 
of Positive Change

  

An analysis of 40 years of research found the best 
predictor of successful change are two factors: 

1) engagement in meaningful relationship 

2) engagement in meaningful activities 

 83% of change involves these two factors 
 17% is a result of technique 
     (Miller & Duncan, 1997)



A Strength-Based School Culture
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Skills 

Knowledge 

Transformational 
Relationships 

Resilience and 
Core Character 

Traits 



Life is not a matter of 
holding good cards,  

but of playing a poor 
hand well. 

  Robert Louis Stevenson



I Am  
(Internal Characteristics/Strengths) 

+ 

I Have  
(External Strengths/Relationships & Connections) 

+ 

I Learn   
(Real and Meaningful Learning Across a Wide Range 

 of Desirable Outcomes ) 

 =     
I Can  

(Core Competencies, Resiliency, Capacity for Success) 
 

Adapted from Edith Grotberg, International Resilience Research Project (IRR) 

Transacting Transacting 



Understanding Change

Students can change – they have the 
resources to alter their life 
circumstances and resolve problems 

Students change when their ready- 
change always occurs within a system of 
perceptions and relationships 

We are more likely to help Students 
change - when we focus on what is 
strong in them and not what is wrong 
with them 

Change does not occur - based on 
special powers from teachers or 
professional



We are more likely to help Students 
change - when our conversations 
focus on their preferences, hopes, 
and intentions 

Change happens - when a Student 
uses their inherent strengths and 
resources  

Change happens - when Students are 
supported by relationships that take 
your innate goodness as a given 

Change happens - when you create a 
plan that is participatory and inspires 
the hope necessary for action



We should ask:

Do my messages convey and teach respect? 
Am I fostering realistic expectations? 
Am I helping the person 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 as oppose to 
resentment? 
Am I validating what the person says? 
Does the person know that I value their input? 
Does the person know how special they are? 
Does the person know that mistakes are part of the process of 
learning? 
Am I comfortable in acknowledging my own mistakes?



Having a Different Perspective
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TIPS FOR BUILDING CAPACITY 
(Brendtro, 2006)

 1. Turn problems into learning opportunities 
 (Please coach me. Don’t scold me) 
2. Provide fail-safe relationships 
 (A person like me really needs a fan club) 
3. Increase dosages of nurturance. 
 (I need to believe you really care) 
4. Don’t crowd 
 (When you get too close, I will back away for a 

while)

82



 5. Use the back door 
 (If you help me to do something important to me, 

you are important to me.) 

6. Decode the meaning of behaviour 

 (I try to hide what I really think.) 

7. Be authoritative, not authoritarian. 

 (Don’t control me, Help me to control myself) 

8. Model respect to the disrespectful. 

 (Your respect helps to build mine.)
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9. Invite contributions 
 (I’m the only real expert on myself.) 
10. Touch in small ways 
 (I watch little things you do to discover who you 

are.) 
11. Give seeds time to grow. 
 (Please be patient with me – I’m still growing.) 
12. Connect people to cultural and spiritual roots that 

cease deep meaning 
 (I need to know that there is a purpose for my life.)

84



Mindset of a Resilient Student
• Feel valued and appreciated 
• Have learned to set realistic goals and expectations 

for themselves 
• Rely on productive coping strategies that are growth-

fostering rather than self-defeating  
• View obstacles as challenges to confront – not avoid 
• Are aware of  their weaknesses and vulnerabilities, 

but build on their strengths - take smart risks 
• Strong self-esteem and sense of  competence 
• Have effective interpersonal skills, can seek out 

support and know how they learn best 
• Know what they can and cannot control in their 

lives
85



HELP PEOPLE SURVIVE? 

OUTCOME FOCUSED - Continue to concentrate your energy 
on changing their behavior and world around them and neg 

OR 

HELP PEOPLE THRIVE? 

PROCESS FOCUSED - Nurturing their capacity to navigate 
and negotiate challenging situations in order to their needs in 

constructive ways

THE CHALLENGE



Start by doing what is 
necessary, then what is 

possible, and suddenly you are 
doing the impossible. 

Saint Francis of  Assisi
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info@resil.ca

For More Information
Go To -   www.StrengthsBasedEducation.com

E-mail: info@resil.ca
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