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I
 came to child and youth care through

thea tre. While de vel op ing pro duc tions

with young peo ple I dis cov ered I en joyed

the pro cess of work ing with chil dren &

youth, shar ing sto ries, imag in ing what

could be and cre at ing art, more than I en --

joyed the per for mances that re sulted. The

cre ation and re hearsal pro cesses be came

lon ger and lon ger and the per for mances

we de vel oped had shorter and shorter

runs. Be yond the en joy ment, I also found

that the most in ter est ing, chal leng ing and

transformative mo ments hap pened off

stage — in the de vel op ment. This re al iza --

tion led me to change my path from

thea tre art ist to CYC prac ti tio ner. I now

find that the two can not be sep a rated for

me and this se ries of six ar ti cles are my

ex plo ra tion of the re la tion ship be tween

thea tre, im pro vi sa tion and child and youth

care.

In this ar ti cle I will look at fun da men tal

el e ments of im pro vi sa tion across sev eral

dis ci plines and how the con cepts that de --

fine im pro vi sa tion are also es sen tial for

child and youth care prac ti tio ners (CYCs).

I will argue that not only is im pro vi sa tion a 

help ful frame work for work ing with chil --

dren and youth, but that the

char ac ter is tics of im pro vi sa tion are com --

posed of qual i ties, ap proaches, and skills

that all ef fec tive CYCs need.

What is improvisation?

At its base, im pro vi sa tion is being able

to act, and react, in the mo ment. Hodgson

and Rich ards write that im pro vi sa tion in

drama uti lizes “the spon ta ne ous re sponse
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to the un fold ing of an un ex pected sit u a --

tion, and the in ge nu ity called on to deal

with the sit u a tion; both of these in order

to gain in sight into prob lems pre sented”

(1974, p.2). When CYC prac ti tio ners work 

with young peo ple we are con stantly re --

spond ing to sit u a tions we are pre sented

with. Many of these sit u a tions will be un --

ex pected, at least ini tially. The more

ex pe ri ence we have (hope fully) the less

fre quently the sit u a tions will be un ex --

pected. Prac ti tio ners are called upon to

use their in ge nu ity in in ter ac tions with

chil dren, youth and their fam i lies. Yet, im --

pro vi sa tion is not about in vent ing a

com pletely new re sponse every time we

are pre sented with a sit u a tion. Dis cuss ing

im pro vi sa tion in music, Whittall writes

“(t)he abil ity to im pro vise has long been

re garded as one in di ca tion of good mu si --

cian ship, but the skill it rep re sents has as

much to do with mem ory as with gen u ine

cre ativ ity” (n.d.).

 Every sit u a tion CYCs ex pe ri ence will

be dif fer ent and each in di vid ual unique. We 

can not rely upon the same re sponse to

every sit u a tion; how ever, we do rely upon

our mem ory and ex pe ri ence to make in --

formed de ci sions. Stu art (2013) iden ti fies

the three stages of CYC prac ti tio ners’

pro fes sional de vel op ment as nov ice, ex pe --

ri enced and ma ture (p. 52). With each

stage comes a greater level of ex per tise

and an abil ity to be more re spon sive to

the per son in the mo ment. As the prac ti --

tio ner de vel ops s/he moves from a focus

on per sonal safety and ex ter nal con trols

(stage 1) to in di vid u al ized ap proaches

(stage 2). In stage two the “skills re lated to 

im ple ment ing ex ter nal con trols, ap ply ing

the ory and cre ative in ter ven tion tech --

niques are de vel oped” (Stu art, 2013, p53).

In ter ac tions at this point re quire flex i bil ity

and in di vid u al ity (Garfat and Fulcher, 2011), 

pre mised upon a sound un der stand ing of

CYC skills and tech niques. The prac ti tio --

ner does not “make it up” they uti lize

knowl edge (mem ory) and cre ativ ity to act. 

When we no tice (Garfat, 2003) the un --

fold ing sit u a tion we en gage with the

per son to work with them in try ing to

gain in sight into the op por tu ni ties

(Brendtro and Shahbazin, 2004) pre sented.

We draw upon our in ge nu ity and prac --

tice-based wis dom. Im pro vi sa tion is a

build ing upon what has hap pened prior. It

re quires a close at ten tion to what the

young per son is doing, and how our pres --

ence is im pact ing them. Re turn ing to the

stages of pro fes sional de vel op ment, in

stage three “the prac ti tio ner fo cuses on

ob serv ing self and self in in ter ac tion with

cli ents” (Stu art, 2013, p. 53). As a ma ture

prac ti tio ner the CYC is being mindful. 

The def i ni tion of im pro vi sa tion by

Hodgson and Rich ards be gins with the

con cept of being spon ta ne ous. As I hope is 

clear above, when I write of im pro vi sa tion

in CYC prac tice “spon ta ne ous” does not

mean ran dom ac tions that have no fore --

thought or are not grounded in

intentionality. Nor does it come “with out

any ex ter nal stim u lus” (Spon ta ne ous,

2014). Young peo ple do things for a rea son 

and we should only ever be doing some --

thing with the young per son for a rea son.

There is al ways prep a ra tion and

intentionality in our work. Spon ta ne ity in
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our work is about “act ing vol un tarily and

from nat u ral prompt ing” (Spon ta ne ous,

2014). The roots of spon ta ne ous come

from Latin and mean, “of one’s own ac --

cord, freely, will ingly” (Spon ta ne ous, 2014).

We are mak ing a choice to en gage with

the young per son, “par tic i pat ing as they

live their lives” and “meet ing them where

they are at” (Garfat and Fulcher, 2011).

Spon ta ne ity is not impulsivity. Spon ta ne ity

in CYC prac tice is about re spond ing will --

ingly in the mo ment based upon skills

learned and the needs of those we are in

re la tion ship with.

Im pro viser is a fit ting descriptor for

CYC prac ti tio ners. In deed, im pro vi sa tion

has been used for de cades in dis cuss ing

how we work with chil dren and youth

“…it is po etry in mo tion, im pro vi sa tion as

in jazz. It is spon ta ne ous — but not ran --

dom — un fold ing, open ended, the flow of

life” (Beker 1991, para. 2). “Often I have

writ ten about how youth work is like a

mod ern dance that is im pro vised ac cord --

ing to the rhythms of daily in ter ac tions

and the youth’s de vel op men tal readi ness

and ca pac ity to par tic i pate.” (Krueger,

2010 para.2). In dis cuss ing work with chil --

dren and youth Baizerman writes “(j)azz

im pro vi sa tion, not for mal bal let, should be

the met a phor” (1993, p.246). Po etry, jazz,

and dance can all be use ful met a phors for

CYC prac tice. While met a phors are help --

ful, our work is fre quently con crete.

Im pro vi sa tion is not only a met a phor for

our work; ef fec tive CYCs have it as their

foun da tion.

Aes thet ics A-Z states that im pro vi sa --

tion is “(S)pontaneous, imag i na tive yet

mind ful ar tis tic cre ation through per for --

mance…” (Im pro vi sa tion, 2010). The entry 

goes on to iden tify skills and cre ativ ity as

being cen tral to ef fec tive im pro vi sa tion

and notes the “shift from the idea of a

work as a prod uct to the idea of a work as 

a pro cess” (Im pro vi sa tion, 2010). Imag i na --

tive yet mind ful, con sist ing of skill,

re quir ing cre ativ ity, work as a pro cess,

these are apt descriptors for CYC prac --

tice. Viola Spolin, a for ma tive writer and

prac ti tio ner of im pro vi sa tion in the thea --

tre gives many def i ni tions of what

im pro vi sa tion is. Here are sev eral, which I

think are par tic u larly sa lient for this dis --

cus sion (Spolin, 1990, pp383-384). I am

fol low ing each of these with cor re spond --

ing CYC con cepts from Garfat and

Fulcher’s Char ac ter is tics of a Child and Youth 

Care Ap proach (2011) that align with Spolin 

(see table on the next page). 

As can be seen from read ing Spolin,

Hodgson & Rich ards, Whittall and the Ox --

ford Eng lish Dic tio nary, through the lenses

of Garfat & Fulcher, Stu art, Krueger,

Brendtro & Shahbazian et al. many as pects

of im pro vi sa tion are pres ent within child

and youth care. 

Fear of risk taking and the unknown

One of the rea sons au di ences enjoy im --

pro vi sa tion is that they don’t know what’s

going to hap pen. One of the rea sons some 

per form ers fear im pro vi sa tion is that they

don’t know what’s going to hap pen. In

Char ac ter is tics of a CYC im pro viser: Ap --

proach ing with “Yes, and...” (Vachon, 2014) 

I wrote about of fers and block ing.  An
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offer is “any thing a per son says or does.

Of fers are the build ing blocks from which

im pro vi sa tion is built” (Wirth, 1994, p.40).

Block ing is a re fusal of the offer; not ac --

cept ing what the per son says or does. To

block is “to un der mine the truth or in tent

of an offer” (Wirth, 1994, p.43). Many early 

im pro vis ers are re luc tant to ac cept of fers

be cause they fear what might hap pen.

“What if I don’t know what to do?”

“What if my re sponse fails?” “What if no --

body laughs?” Be gin ning im pro vis ers

fre quently don’t feel pre pared con fi dently

to take an offer and ad vance it. Talk ing

about the three rea sons that im pro vis ers

block of fers, Wirth starts with fear. “When 

some one makes an offer, you fre quently

don’t know where it is going to lead and

whether or not you will be able to han dle

it. By block ing the offer, you pre vent it

from going any where, keep ing your self safe 

… and the scene stag nant” (el lipse in orig --

i nal) (Wirth, 1994, p.43-44). The sec ond

rea son he gives is “block ing for con trol:

when you make an offer, you prob a bly

know where you want it to lead. When

an other per former makes a sub se quent

offer that does n’t fit where you wanted to
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IMPROVISATION … CHARACTERISTICS OF A CYC APPROACH

… is permitting everything in the environment
(animate and inanimate) to work for you in solving
the problem. 

Participating with People as They Live Their Lives

Using Daily Life Events to Facilitate Change.

… is not the scene, it is the way to the scene Hanging out, Meaning making

… is process as opposed to result Connection and Engagement

Rituals of Encounter

… is setting object in motion between players as in
a game 

Intentionality, Rhythmicity, Purposeful Use of
Activities

… is solving of problems together Meeting Them Where They Are At.

Doing “with”, not “for” or “to”.

… is the ability to allow the acting problem to
evolve the scene; 

Hanging In 

Working in the now

… is a moment in the lives of people without
needing a plot or storyline for the communication

Participating with People as They Live Their Lives

Being Emotionally Present

… is transformation; Using Daily Life Events to Facilitate Change

Responsive Developmental Practice

Meeting Them Where They Are At

Hanging Out

… brings forth details and relationships as organic
whole;

Examining Context

Being in relationship

… is a living process. Being in relationship



go, you may be tempted to block it”

(Wirth, 1994, p.45). The final rea son is

“block ing for laughs”.

A fear of not know ing where some --

thing will lead, whether I will be able to

han dle it and a de sire to con trol the sit u a --

tion is com mon for CYCs. Stu art, in

dis cuss ing the lev els of pro fes sional de vel --

op ment as out lined by Jack Phelan, writes

in level one “(t)he prac ti tio ner fo cuses on

per sonal safety. The focus of skill de vel op --

ment is im ple ment ing ex ter nal con trols,

rou tines, and re in force ment re lated to cli --

ent be hav iours” (2013, p. 53).

An der son-Nathe writes about “youth

work ers’ ex pe ri ences of being stuck”

(2008). He iden ti fies five themes as so ci --

ated with not know ing what to do, two of

these that align with Wirth are “Help less,

hope less and out of con trol: Fea tures of

de spair” and “Cen ter stage: Hu mil i a tion,

being found out, and the myth of

supercompetence” (An der son-Nathe,

2008, p. 38). I teach an in tro duc tory in ter --

ven tions course to pre pare stu dents for

their first place ment. I don’t re mem ber any 

stu dent going into place ment say ing, “I am

com pletely pre pared to do this place --

ment.” Or “I have the skills and con fi dence 

I need to do this suc cess fully.” It is to be

ex pected that stu dent CYCs will have fear 

going into place ment. In deed, this fear may

be healthy and help to keep the nov ice

safe. It is also com pletely un der stand able

that new CYCs will ex pe ri ence fear when

young peo ple make an offer. Of fers, or

what Free man and Garfat (2014) call bids,

(a bid being “the act of mak ing an offer for 

some thing” [p. 25]) can fre quently take on

the form of a chal lenge. It is easy to be --

come scared and to at tempt to es tab lish

con trol: when a 7-year-old girl you’re are

work ing with screams and swears at you

after you di rect her to wards bed; when

some one dis closes that they are think ing

of sui cide; when a 17-year-old male you’ve

only re cently met, and who weighs 30kg

more than you, re fuses to turn off the TV

as the foot ball match goes into extra time.

In these mo ments we can be come scared,

stuck, and in de spair we some times block.

When some thing hap pens that we don’t

know how to han dle, block ing can be our

way to re fuse the mo ment. If we can

some how make the offer go away then

(we think) we’ll no lon ger be in a place of

help less ness, we will not suf fer the hu mil i --

a tion of feel ing like a fraud. Our fear

pres sures us to re spond not in the best in --

ter ests of the young per son, but in a way

that at tempts to re duce our own fea tures

of de spair. 

When a young per son acts in ways I’m

not ex pect ing, I fre quently “don’t know

where it is going to lead”. I can re spond to 

the offer from fear. A fear re sponse risks

me block ing the offer and elim i nat ing the

op por tu nity for con nec tion. I block in an

at tempt to cre ate a safe space for my self. I

try to con trol my own emo tional state

through con trol ling the young per son. The 

in ter ac tion is no lon ger about me re --

spond ing to what the young per son needs; 

it is about me re act ing emo tion ally to the

behavour of the young per son. Fear can be 

a help ful emo tion in our work; there are

times when it may save us from dan ger ous 

sit u a tions. How ever, when fear pre vents us 
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from ac cept ing bids, the fear is no longer

healthy or productive. 

In stead of re act ing from a place of fear,

I can act as a CYC im pro viser. This means

ac cept ing that this is the bid which has

been made. While I may have fear, I rec og --

nize fear is rarely going to lead to a

strength and re la tion ship-based re sponse. I 

can ac cept that this is a mo ment in the life 

of the per son I’m work ing with, I can per --

mit ev ery thing in the en vi ron ment

(in clud ing my fear) to work for us, I can

rec og nize that I am en gaged in a pro cess

with my self, the young per son (and any one 

else who is pres ent) and that we can all

work to gether. These as pects of im pro vi --

sa tion, as out lined by Spolin, allow the

mo ment to trans form. Rather than re sist --

ing or re fus ing the offer, I at tend, ac cept

and advance through saying “yes, and…”

Memory and play

“Im pro vi sa tion” can be in ter preted as

ac tions taken with out fore thought or skill.

Per haps you’ve worked be side some one

who likes to “wing it”. These peo ple may

come into their jobs with lit tle prep a ra --

tion, ex pe ri ence, or train ing and wing it

be cause they have lim ited un der stand ing of 

what else to do. They may ini tially come

across as spon ta ne ous and cre ative. New

grad u ates and peo ple with out for mal CYC 

train ing may see wing ing it as part of the

work. Jack Phelan, at the key note ad dress

for the 2014 On tario As so ci a tion of Child

and Youth Care con fer ence spoke about

how sim i lar first year CYC grad u ates and

peo ple with no train ing might look to

those who do not un der stand re la tional

child and youth care (for an ar ti cle on the

same ideas see Phelan, 2014). To the un ini --

ti ated it may look like a pop u lar ity con test: 

which of the staff do the young peo ple

want to spend the most time with? Who

do they want to dress like, talk like, and

act like? Some peo ple ob serv ing these two 

in di vid u als might think that re ally there is

no dif fer ence be tween the skills of col lege

or uni ver sity grad u ates and those who just 

stum bled into the job. Early in their ca --

reers both these in di vid u als may create or

respond to actions without much

pre-planning; they may wing it: 

• The new grad u ate be cause they are still 

in the pro cess of in te grat ing their learn -

ing and try ing to un der stand the

im pli ca tions of all their ac tions.

• The un trained, ac cord ing to Phelan, be -

cause they do not know any better. 

Ini tially both may look equally good (or

poor) with out being good. The new grad u --

ate is in what Garfat iden ti fies as phase 1

of their pro fes sional de vel op ment: “(i)n

this stage the worker, often in se cure, fre --

quently con fused and over whelmed, but

deeply car ing, has a ten dency to ‘do for’

young peo ple” (2001, para. 13). The un --

trained may have just as deep a car ing

ten dency and be equally com mit ted.

“Want ing them to suc ceed, the worker

does things for the young per son so that

they might ex pe ri ence suc cess rather than 

fail ure” (Garfat 2001, para. 13). This could

eas ily be imag ined for ei ther of these two

staff mem bers. Ac cord ing to Phelan, it is in 
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the sec ond and con sec u tive years that the

qual ity of the workers starts to become

apparent. 

An ex am ple of look ing good with out

being good comes from my own mu si cal

ex pe ri ences. Dur ing el e men tary school I

was re cruited to the school band, based

upon my “nat u ral abil ity” to echo, with my

voice, notes they played me. This was an

as sess ment that all the stu dents in the

school went through, back when there

were ded i cated music teach ers. I was given 

the dou ble bass to play; I learned some

very basic skills on the bass. When I was in 

grade seven I switched schools. They also

had a band; there was no one else at the

school that played bass. They im me di ately

put me into the ad vanced band so the only 

bass player in the school would be in the

most pres ti gious band. I found my self well

below the skill lev els of all the other stu --

dents. Being the only bass player, though, it

was easy for me not to be heard. It looked

good to have me there, de spite my lack of

abil ity. I re ally showed my value at per for --

mances. No one could re ally hear what I

was doing so I was free to be as cre ative

as I wanted to be when it came to look ing

good. I would spin the bass, flip it be tween

hands, and lower it close to the ground all

while I con tin ued to “play”. I would put on 

a per for mance with the bass, rather than

per form ing the bass. The au di ence thought 

I was great and en joyed watch ing me. The

con duc tor knew I could barely play, the

rest of the band also knew how weak I

was, but to the au di ence I was great. To

the un in formed I looked as good as the

rest of the band, I may even have looked

better than they did. But if any one asked

me to play by my self, I barely knew what

to do. I was too busy try ing to look like

Lee Rocker (the bassist from The Stray

Cats) to learn the fun da men tals. I gave up

the dou ble bass. All the work of learn ing

how to be a mu si cian took a lot of time

and en ergy, it was more fun to play with a

bass than it was to learn the skill that

would make me a com pe tent bassist. For

some peo ple who come into a job work --

ing with chil dren or youth, it may be more

fun to play with young peo ple, rather than

to learn the skills that would make them

com pe tent CYCs. I have ar gued else where 

(Vachon, 2013) that peo ple with out for mal 

CYC train ing may be ex cel lent prac ti tio --

ners. I do not see this as a con tra dic tion of 

what I wrote above.  In di vid u als who learn

the skills to play the bass, whether in

school, through mentoring, with pri vate tu --

tors or else where have learned to play the 

bass. It is not Julliard alone that makes

them great mu si cians; it is their capacity,

their perseverance, and their practicing

with honest self-assessment and feedback.

Skilled mu si cians who im pro vise have

mem o rized vast quan ti ties of music.

Through this mem o ri za tion (along with

prac tice) they have learned the foun da --

tions of how to play. In hip-hop,

“free-styl ing” is spon ta ne ously cre at ing lyr --

ics off the top of one’s head. This is a form 

of im pro vi sa tion that re quires a strong

knowl edge of words, rhymes, and rhythm.

If one watches the same MC do mul ti ple

free-styles, one can see the phrases and

struc tures they re turn to again and again.

One can an a lyze how the art ist uses these 
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phrases in new ways de pend ing on

whether they are “bat tling” with an other

art ist or per form ing alone on stage, and

who the au di ence is. All free-stylers have a 

lim ited vo cab u lary that they draw from, yet 

the most com pe tent make each time

unique and rel e vant to the spe cific mo --

ment. This is the same for Jazz mu si cians;

they have phrases and mel o dies that they

con tin u ously re turn to and de part from.

The DJs play ing the club XS in Vegas

have1000s of tracks with them, any of

which they can choose based upon the

mo ment. They memorize the beats, drops,

and energy of these tracks. 

Great DJs play the au di ence as they

play songs. In play ing the au di ence, they are 

en gaged in a re cip ro cal re la tion ship with

them. The DJ cre ates op por tu ni ties for

danc ers to ex press them selves; the danc --

ers play in the sounds (mi lieu) pro vided by 

the DJ. For the danc ers, play ing be comes a

mo ment of free dom, free dom to ex press,

sweat, con nect, and be open to pos si bil i --

ties. Baizerman writes, “Youthwork is

play ful in in tent, style and prac tice in that it 

is an open mo ment preg nant with pos si bil --

i ties which youth make into words or

ac tions, a glance or a blow” (Baizerman,

1989, p. 5). Baizerman un der stands that

“play as free dom is a pri mary form of

open ness, of pos si bil ity” (1989, p.5). The

DJ watches for mo ments of pos si bil i ties.

They look for when danc ers come onto

the floor and when they leave, when they

raise their hands in the air and when they

lower them, the DJ paces the music with

cre scen dos and breaks. This re la tion ship

be tween DJ and dancer is what Mark

Krueger called rhythmicity (Krueger, n.d.).

Krueger un der stood rhythmicity as being

the “flu ent, re cip ro cal, in ter per sonal in ter --

ac tions” (Krueger, para. 6) be tween

prac ti tio ner and young per son.  “…human

con nec tions are formed in large part

through a se ries of mo ments when work --

ers and youth are at one — a quiet

mo ment sit ting on the couch to gether, a

tuck ing in, a walk, a con ver sa tion — and

that in these in stances there is al most al --

ways a sense of both rhythm and presence. 

Worker and youth are there and in synch” 

(Krueger, para.17). 

Structure and creativity

Im pro vi sa tion is a de vel op ment from

know ing. One can not im pro vise until one

un der stands the struc tures, rules, lim i ta --

tions, and pos si bil i ties. Im pro vi sa tion

be gins with learn ing the knowl edge. Once

we have a solid foun da tion we can begin

to adapt and apply the knowl edge based

upon the in di vid ual needs of the young

per son we are work ing with. Mov ing from

nov ice to ex pe ri enced to ma ture prac ti tio --

ner.  “ … the CYC Prac ti tio ner is flex i ble

in in ter ac tions with each per son, rec og niz --

ing that there is no one ap proach or

in ter ven tion which fits for ev ery one, or

ap plies in all sit u a tions” (Garfat and

Fulcher 2014. P. 12). We must im pro vise; if

we stick to a sin gle script (this is the rule

for peo ple who miss cur few, swear at staff,

re fuse to do a chore, etc.), then all our re --

sponses will be the same, re gard less of the 

needs of the in di vid ual we are work ing

with.  I re mem ber speak ing with the Ex ec --
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u tive Di rec tor of a mid-sized chil dren’s

men tal health or ga ni za tion sev eral years

ago. The or ga ni za tion ran group homes,

open de ten tion fa cil i ties, a shel ter for

street in volved youth, and pro vided “out --

pa tient” in di vid ual & group coun sel ing. We 

were talk ing about the abil i ties and lim i ta --

tions of re cent grad u ates. He said he re ally 

ap pre ci ated re cent grads’ en thu si asm, pas --

sion and com mit ment but he found their

prac ti cal knowl edge lack ing. He said most

came with few tools and lim ited un der --

stand ing of the pos si bil i ties within them.

Once they tried that tool, if it was not ef --

fec tive, they did n’t know what to do next.

They lacked flex i bil ity and cre ativ ity; they

lacked the char ac ter is tics of a CYC im pro --

viser (my term, not his). The image that

comes to me as I write this is that of a

saw. A handsaw is great tool for cutting

wood, and it can also make beautiful

otherworldly music when used as an

instrument. 

Im pro vi sa tion in a CYC con text is not

wing ing it. Im pro vi sa tion is being fully pres --

ent, being fully aware, hav ing tre men dous

skill to re spond to what ever the offer is,

and know ing what of fers to make our --

selves. “No mat ter where CYC

Prac ti tio ners work, what they do is al ways

in ten tional. This does not mean that one

aban dons spon ta ne ity. But even in the mo --

ment of spon ta ne ity, the Prac ti tio ner

con tin ues to re flect on their in ten tion(s)

in the mo ment. This is, in es sence, re flec --

tive CYC prac tice.” (Garfat and Fulcher,

p.11). To im pro vise means re flect ing upon,

and learn ing, from what has worked, and

not worked, in the past. To watch a be gin --

ning mu si cian and a sea soned one, it is

clear who has the skills to im pro vise and

who does not. I teach a col lege level in tro --

duc tory CYC in ter ven tions course. I

fre quently dem on strate being a CYC by

re spond ing to sit u a tions that the stu dents

come up with. We’ll have a stu dent play a

young per son and I will be the CYC. I

don’t know in ad vance what the sit u a tion

is. Using the many char ac ter is tics dis cussed 

above, I re spond to what they come up

with. The more I do this, the more com --

fort able I be come. I al ways ask the

stu dents for feed back af ter wards. We all

cri tique what worked and what did n’t

work. When I ask stu dents to do in ter ven --

tions, as the prac ti tio ner, at the be gin ning

of the se mes ter, they often have lit tle idea

what to do. The in ter ven tions are fre --

quently pu ni tive, not based upon

re la tion ship, and they fre quently stop the

in ter ven tion to “start again”. Over the

course of the se mes ter they be come more 

com fort able and com pe tent. While this

may seem self-ev i dent, it is im por tant to

high light in the con text of this dis cus sion.

Peo ple be come more com pe tent the more 

op por tu ni ties they are pro vided to act,

have suc cesses, make mis takes, re ceive

feed back, and try again. They are learn ing

the basic skills (to use an image from

music, the scales) they need to be re spon --

sive prac ti tio ners. They are mem o riz ing

tech niques, they are ap ply ing these in dif --

fer ent sit u a tions, and they are being

cre ative in their re sponses (using tools in

different ways with different situations).

They are making inelegant sounds with the 

handsaw — but they understand it does
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more than cut wood. 

In con tact improv, a form of im pro vi sa --

tional dance com posed of moves re lated

to phys i cal touch — lifts, bal ances, mo men --

tum and other weight-bear ing ac tiv i ties —

each dancer re sponds and re lies upon the

other. 

Contact Improvisation is an honoring

of every moment. There is a sweet

surrendering that happens when our

bodies stay faithful to what is

happening now, and now... and NOW!

One learns to recognize and

differentiate subtle impulses in our

movement choices and our partner’s

choices. We begin to decipher the

cues that we give and receive which

tell us when to lead or follow, when

to go up, when to go down, where to

touch, how to lift, when to slow down, 

and when to be still. In this form one

learns to stay in integrity with each

choice, never forcing, never rushing.

When Body, Mind, and Spirit are

united in their instinctive wisdom one 

finds ones self at home in every

moment expressing one’s true

nature. (Zemelman, n.d. para. 2)

This de scrip tion cap tures many of the

es sen tial el e ments of en gaged child and

youth care. Being in, and hon our ing, the

mo ment (“work ing in the now”, “being

pres ent” Garfat and Fulcher, p12); tun ing

into the sub tle im pulses and choices that

oth ers make (“rhythmicity”); de ci pher ing

the cues we re ceive and re spond ing ac --

cord ingly (“flex i bil ity and in di vid u al ity” p.

12); know ing when to lead and when to

fol low (“Doing ‘with’ not ‘for’ or ‘to’” p.

11); and an aware ness that we need to be

“at home” in our-selves, ex press ing our

true nature (“It’s all about us” p. 15). 

I have taken sev eral con tact im pro vi sa --

tion work shops and been to many “open

jams” (where any one can come and dance

with oth ers). There is clearly a move ment

vo cab u lary that one needs to have in

order ef fec tively to dance. There are cues

that the danc ers give each other, ways to

com mu ni cate (with out speak ing) that

allow the other per son to de ter mine what 

each part ner knows, what each part ner’s

strengths are, what each part ner’s lim its

are. I also found that the more ex pe ri --

enced my part ner was, the safer and more

com pe tent I felt. The safer I felt, the more

I was able to take risks and push my self.

The in verse was also true, when I danced

with some one who had lit tle ex pe ri ence

(the same as, or less than, me, when I was

first learn ing this form), I felt very in el e --

gant, I was often at a loss as to my next

move, I per ceived my self as hav ing lim ited

skills. I won der how many young peo ple

feel this in their work with CYCs?  Some

prac ti tio ners seem to al most al ways know

what to do, things flow, there is a safety for 

risk tak ing and push ing. Whereas with

other work ers it feels awk ward or hard,

prob lems hap pen, there is a lack of per --

ceived safety and the young person is

consequently not willing to take risks. 

CYC im pro vis ers have many char ac ter --

is tics that are needed in work with

chil dren, youth and their fam i lies. We are

skilled and draw upon the mem ory of past
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in ter ac tions. We use our cre ativ ity, imag i na --

tion and in ge nu ity. We rec og nize that the

work is a pro cess that re quires us to be

flex i ble and spon ta ne ous. We pre pare and

are mind ful in all our in ter ac tions. We un --

der stand that we solve prob lems to gether in

re la tion ship with oth ers. We work to wards

change through per mit ting ev ery thing to aid 

in trans for ma tion. 

I think it is ap pro pri ate to leave the last 

line of this ar ti cle to a CYC prac ti tio ner

who has been in stru men tal in help ing me

un der stand the re la tion ship be tween CYC 

prac tice and im pro vi sa tion. “In ad di tion to

being very knowl edge able and skilled, the

most com pe tent work ers seem to have

the ca pac ity to im pro vise as they move in

and out of synch with youth’s de vel op men --

tal rhythms for trust ing and growing”

(Krueger, 2010, para. 2).
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S
ome times I won der:  What are young

peo ple liv ing in pre car i ous cir cum --

stances, dream ing about?  I mean quite

lit er ally, what are they dream ing about at

night, when they are sleep ing?  With the

hol i days ap proach ing, those dreams might

well be par tic u larly in tense. Are they

dream ing about their fam i lies? Happy times 

with par ents and sib lings, or ter ri ble times

fea tur ing vi o lence, abuse and con flict? Are

they dream ing about re turn ing home for

the hol i days, par tic i pat ing in hol i day rit u als, 

con sum ing hol i day food? Or are they

dream ing about being ex cluded from the
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hol i day spirit, being aban doned, ren dered

ir rel e vant dur ing this sup posed time of

love and joy? We do of course talk with

youth about their dreams, as in where they 

might see them selves in the fu ture or what 

sort of life they hope to have some day. 

But we don’t ask them much about their

‘real’ dreams.  In fact, it seems that we gen --

er ally take very lit tle in ter est in what

hap pens for young peo ple while they are

asleep.  For the most part, we re joice that

they are in fact asleep, which im proves the

pros pects for a quiet shift.

Some time ago, I, along with my friend

Carol Stu art, wrote about the vir tual life

space, and sug gested that the con cept of

life space ought to in clude the imag i na tion, 

one’s dreams, one’s night mares, and also

those mo ments we spend day dream ing

about this or that. After all, we ar gued, our 

lives do un fold in those spaces, even if our

level of con scious ness within those spaces

may vary, and even if how our lives un fold

in those spaces may well be in vis i ble to the 

out side ob server.  So it is in this sense that 

I am in creas ingly cu ri ous about what

young peo ple dream about.  But per haps

on a more mun dane level, and dis con --

nected from the ory, I am cu ri ous about it

just be cause I know so lit tle about it.  I can 

talk at length about the young peo ple I

have met and de scribe their vis i ble lives,

their tan gi ble ex pe ri ences, the things that

are re corded some where, that can be

traced through so cial his to ries, in for ma --

tion shar ing with other pro fes sion als, and

some times just ask ing the youth or their

fam i lies/care givers.  But dreams are an en --

tirely dif fer ent thing; they are not re corded 

any where, and even the young peo ple

them selves may or may not be able to re --

mem ber what they might have dreamt

about three nights ago, much less a year

ago on a par tic u lar night.

I am no ex pert on dream anal y sis. But I

do know that dreams are con nected to

our ev ery day lives in some way; some times 

our dreams or our night mares are ways of 

re-liv ing par tic u lar ex pe ri ences, some times 

they ap pear more as ab strac tions of spe --

cific mo ments, and quite often they re flect

a story based on a fleet ing thought we may 

have had re cently, or an un con scious

glance at an image on TV, a bill board, or in

a store front.  Some times our dreams are

about the things we are lack ing in life and

wish we had; at other times, they are

about the things we wish we never ex pe ri --

enced, but that keep com ing back to haunt 

us. Re gard less of what our dreams ac tu ally 

are, we spend a lot of time dream ing, and

we dream more reg u larly than most other

things we do.  In fact, the ex pe ri ence of

dream ing is ar gu ably one of the most pre --

dict able ex pe ri ences we will have in life,

partly be cause we can ex er cise only very

lim ited con trol over what our brain does

while we are asleep.

There is a whole body of lit er a ture, and 

an ex ten sive re search agenda, that seeks

to ex plore the con nec tions be tween

trauma and dreams (usu ally night mares). 

Many of the young peo ple we meet have

been ex posed to trauma in some way or

an other.  But we often have no idea about

how that trauma man i fest it self in the

young per son’s ev ery day life, pre fer ring in --

stead to focus on the symp toms of trauma, 
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which often ends up being lit tle more than 

be hav ior man age ment strat e gies taken

straight out of 1980s group home man u als. 

Per haps this has to do with our own dis --

com fort in deal ing with the trauma of the

young peo ple; anx i ety about whether or

not we will be able to han dle it if we begin 

to talk about.  It seems like a lot of en ergy

and in vest ment is going into train ing peo --

ple in trauma-in formed work, re-shap ing

pro grams to be come trauma-in formed,

and just gen er ally in cor po rat ing the lan --

guage of trauma in ther a peu tic ser vices for 

young peo ple (and also for vet er ans).

I am a lit tle torn about all of this.  In gen --

eral terms, I have often la mented our

im pulse to get ‘clin i cal’ about what are usu --

ally lit tle more than the very human, very

per sonal, and very mun dane char ac ter is tics

of ev ery day life.  But I have to ac knowl edge

that trauma-in formed care pro vides a very

com pel ling case for a greater focus on ad --

just ing our ser vices, struc tur ally and

pro ce dur ally, to the pos si ble im pacts of

on-going trauma. What re mains to be seen,

how ever, is whether or not the very ex cel --

lent re search and lit er a ture on

trauma-in formed care ac tu ally changes

much in the ev ery day life of group care, fos --

ter care or even fam ily-based care where

we, as child and youth care prac ti tio ners,

may have a role to play. My bias is to focus

on those things that we can def i nitely do, so 

long as we rec og nize some value in doing

so and also some level of con gru ence with

re la tional prac tice. And so I won der: Could

we make a con certed ef fort to talk with

young peo ple a lit tle more often about

what they are dream ing about?

I think we should.  In fact, I think it is

hard to claim a com mit ment to re la tional

prac tice that does not in clude a real in ter --

est in and en gage ment with the dreams

that un fold in the life space of the young

peo ple we meet.  If we omit this con ver sa --

tion from our prac tice, we send the

mes sage that dreams are not part of ev --

ery day life, serve no pur pose in the heal ing 

jour ney, and there fore are not wor thy of

dis cus sion or con ver sa tion.  I won der, then, 

how many young peo ple we spend time

with for months on end are sad to not

have an op por tu nity to talk about what

might be of con sid er able im por tance to

them.  If they take the risk of bring ing up

their dreams, who knows what sort of la --

bels might be im posed on them; will they

be called psy chotic? Will they be writ ten

off as crazy? Will they be deemed to have

is sues with dis tin guish ing mean ing less

dreams and fan ta sies from re al ity?  Per haps 

some pills could cure that prob lem.  I

there fore be lieve that we should take the

ini tia tive, and ask, ever so ca su ally, about

their dreams often and with out judg ment. 

They know they dream; we know they

dream.  So why not cre ate a space that is

safe, accessible and serious and authentic,

to talk about it?
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Sex and Sexuality: Understanding the

broad spectrum within the human family

Is sues of sex u al ity have been prom i nent 

on many fronts re cently so it seems ap pro --

pri ate to talk about sex: un der stand ing the 

de vel op ment of sex u al ity, how hu mans end 

up with such di ver sity sex u ally, and how

we can help kids, and our selves be come

com fort able with sexual diversity.

It is my hope that talk ing about sex u al --

ity openly will be help ful to par ents and

oth ers who work with young peo ple in

de vel op ing more com fort when talk ing

with chil dren and teens about sex.

Take a min ute to re view your own

child hood and what you were and were

not told about sex. Take a min ute also to

re call the com fort level of your par ent(s)

and teach ers when they ap proached the

sub ject. Al though many eons have passed

since my own dis mal sex ed u ca tion, I find

in my own work that I am amazed at the

mis un der stand ings that con tinue with re --

gard to the wide va ri ety of sexualities that

de velop: what they are and what they

mean. I am also dis qui eted by how dif fi cult

adults con tinue to find these con ver sa --

tions. If knowl edge is power, as we’ve often 

heard, hope fully adults will feel more

“pow er ful” – able to feel as ser tive and

able to in flu ence oth ers – in con front ing

is sues of sexuality with children and teens.

Sex u al ity, es pe cially gay sex u al ity, has be --

come a topic of so cial con ver sa tion in at

least three areas, and for some in wor ship

com mu ni ties tak ing a stand on ac cep tance of 

sex u ally di verse con gre gants even a fourth.

1. The news has been abuzz with the

implications of recent court rulings

with regard to marriage equality and

the in- your-face acknowledgment that 

people who are sexually different have

been denied their civil rights under the 

constitution. This “sea change” in

American society will reverberate for

many years now as state after state has 

confronted their own laws around

marriage equality. As we move into

2015 more states allow same-sex

marriage than deny it.

2. The attention that has been given to
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bullying, at schools and in the news,

and in our own column last year, has

pointed clearly to the disproportionate 

victimization of children and young

people who seem to be developing

into either a homosexual orientation

or who are gender non-conforming,

causing anxiety and aggression among

their peers.

3. The field of Child Welfare has finally

recognized that lesbian, Gay, bisexual,

transgendered, and questioning

children and gender non-conforming

young people have been treated

unfairly by the system designed to care 

for them. In response, legislation has

been passed requiring both

professionals and caregivers to

discontinue practices of discrimination. 

In addition, it is now a requirement

that people working with LGBTQ

children and teens receive specific

training on understanding these issues.

4. If you are a member of a faith

community that has taken a stand to

be openly welcoming and affirming of

LGBTQ people, children are then

exposed on a regular basis to the

variety of sexualities possible.

For these rea sons, we owe it to our

chil dren to be knowl edge able about sex ual 

dif fer ences, and to be cou ra geous in mov --

ing be yond “tol er ance” to being ac cept ing

and af firm ing of these dif fer ences. Being

will ing to con front our own prej u dices,

dis com forts, and mis un der stand ings is a

gift we give our children.

One of my fa vor ite quotes is from Ram 

Dass: “We’re all just walk ing each other

home”. Each other means ALL of us. So it

is my hope that the walk ing path will be --

come crowded as adults walk the path

to gether, con sid er ing, un der stand ing, and

learn ing to love, as we’ve been taught to

do, those like us, those not like us, and

those who need more than any thing to

feel as wel come in the world as anyone

else.

History and the slow march toward

justice

We can help chil dren un der stand is sues 

of sex u al ity by using the his tory they study 

in school about how so cial changes

happen.

All cul tures de velop at their own pace

and frankly very un evenly around the

world. I would like to say that our Coun --

try helps to lead the way to ward so cial

jus tice but I don’t think that’s true.

The United States tends to march be --

hind some and in front of oth ers as far as

ex tend ing the ben e fits of equal ity for its’

cit i zens.

Chil dren will study in school how

adults have al ways been chal lenged by is --

sues of jus tice and seem to take them on

one at a time. Chil dren who are now ex --

posed to Mod ern Fam ily and many shows

on tele vi sion with gay char ac ters would be 

as tounded to know how very re cently gay

peo ple have come to be rep re sented in a

pos i tive way in the media. Teen ag ers who

saw Heath Led ger and Jake Gylenhall play

gay cow boys, and Annette Benning and

Julianne Moore play a les bian cou ple have
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no idea that straight ac tors play ing gay

parts is a rad i cal step from the not too

dis tant past when gay ac tors, such as Rock

Hud son, only played straight parts. So you

should tell them. It’s good to use things

that hap pen in your home (tele vi sion) and

things they learn in school to help them

grap ple with the way things change and

the pace at which they do.

No one thought much about hav ing

very young chil dren work in fac to ries

rather than go to school right here in

Amer ica. Now the Amer i can media rants

about “third world” coun tries who use

chil dren to man u fac ture prod ucts we buy,

but we did the same thing. Tell them. Slav --

ery and the “own ing” of hu mans by other

hu mans was some thing that not just peo --

ple, but many Chris tian peo ple, were quite

com fort able with. Until many per sons of

con science, both re li gious and non-re li --

gious, came to be lieve that such a prac tice

was to tally un just and fought to over come

the com pla cency with the deg ra da tion of

other human be ings. Is sues of ra cial equal --

ity, rep a ra tion, and striv ing to ward jus tice

is still in the news today as States makes

moves to do away with “af fir ma tive ac --

tion” and peo ple of color are regularly

gunned down in our cities and towns.

Not that long ago, in his tor i cal terms,

white peo ple felt “en ti tled” to have sex

with peo ple of color against their will. If

peo ple of color had sex with white peo ple 

against their will they were hung.

Chil dren will have stud ied how not only

were peo ple of color con sid ered “less

than” white peo ple, but women - their

moth ers, aunts, and sis ters - were con sid --

ered “less than” men and not al lowed to

vote. Gay rights and the fight for mar riage

equal ity are just the lat est major so cial chal --

lenge in volv ing sex, fol low ing the fight for

mar riage equal ity for inter-ra cial cou ples.

For rea sons I’m al ways puz zled about,

“so ci ety” has de cided it has the right to

say who can love who, who can have sex

with who, and who can marry who. Give

your chil dren the “con text” with other

sim i lar is sues, so they can have a better

un der stand ing of what they see and hear

now, in the media, in school, and in church

about the cur rent con tro ver sies around

sex ual diversity.

In terms of get ting along with adults

and peers in other set tings it is also im --

por tant for chil dren to know that every

time so ci ety/cul ture de cides to make a

change, peo ple “split”. They dis agree, and

can be come pretty ugly about it. Watch

cur rent rel e vant mov ies with them: Lin --

coln; The But ler; Fruitvale Sta tion. While

teach ing about the rights of all peo ple to

love who they love, we also want to teach

them that un for tu nately this is a pretty

new idea and friends, neigh bors, and col --

leagues are not in har mony about changes

re gard ing sex u al ity. Help them watch with

in ter est the strug gle be tween those want --

ing to hold on to past tra di tions, and those 

pushing for change.

As we focus on is sues of sex u al ity and

how to help chil dren and young peo ple

learn to ac cept and af firm sex ual di ver sity,

in them selves or oth ers, it will be help ful

for them to un der stand why these is sues

are dif fi cult and di vi sive, as ALL is sues of

jus tice have been. For tu nately for Amer i --
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cans, the youn ger gen er a tion does not

seem to have to strug gle as much as older

peo ple with dif fer ence and di ver sity

including sexual diversity.

Words, nature and the “Natural Order”

In an at tempt to reg u late so ci ety, peo --

ple often re sort to the mis use of lan guage

to bol ster the point of view they want to

ad vance. Over his tory this has been done

to keep var i ous classes of peo ple “in their

place”, and is still done in many ways.

Chil dren, for ex am ple, are often not re --

ferred to as “cit i zens”, and there fore

al though our con sti tu tion grants cer tain

rights to cit i zens, these rights often do not 

ex tend to chil dren. In order to sup port

the no tion of males as being su pe rior to

fe males, so- called “ge neric” terms for

peo ple are kept male iden ti fied: mankind;

humans; humankind; women. Even today 

many peo ple ad dress ing a group will say,

“Okay guys, let’s set tle down”. In a mixed

group no group leader would ever say,

“Okay girls, let’s set tle down”. “Dude” is

often used to refer to any one as an ex --

pres sion: there are no “Dudettes”.

Through out the march to ward jus tice

and equal ity we have heard things about

ho mo sex u al ity as being “un-nat u ral”. Of

course, we heard the same thing about

mixed mar riage not that long ago.

Again, rent mov ies like “Lin coln” and

“The But ler” so they can hear the ar gu --

ments about the le git i macy of slav ery by

ref er ences to “the nat u ral state” or “the

nat u ral order”, which then equates

“white” with good, white peo ple as in tel li --

gent and superior.

Cow boys who are the “good guys”

wear white hats. Dark hatswere worn by

the “bad guys”, who were often pre sented

as being dumb, or even evil, or less than,

like black peo ple.

An in ter est ing prob lem with the mis use 

of lan guage is that even when lan guage is

used cor rectly it can be com mon to mis in --

ter pret it by giv ing it a neg a tive mean ing.

For ex am ple, how do you re spond when

some one says that ho mo sex u als are

“abnormal”?

If your in stinct was to cor rect that

state ment or to hear it neg a tively, you

have con fronted the prob lem with lan --

guage.

As a mat ter of fact, ho mo sex u al ity is

ab nor mal. To be nor mal is not the same

as being “good”, or “healthy”. The word

“norm” means “most”. When teach ers

grade on a “nor mal” curve, they con sider

how most stu dents did. Some stu dents will 

be below the “nor mal curve”, but oth ers

will be above it! I have a Ph.D. which is

true of less than 1% of the pop u la tion (ex --

cept at IUCC). This makes me “ab nor mal”. 

If you are a blond or a red head, you are

“ab nor mal”. If you have per fect pitch – you 

guessed it, you are ab nor mal. The word

“de vi ant” has the same mean ing. To be de --

vi ant is not nec es sar ily good or bad, it just

means that some one is dif fer ent from the

gen eral pop u la tion. One can “de vi ate”

from the norm by being ex cep tion ally tal --

ented, as well as by being un usu ally evil. It

is true that het ero sex u al ity is more the

“norm”, but that does not have

implications for being
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“nat u ral” or healthy. “Na ture” loves di --

ver sity. Wit ness the Eagle and the Lion,

and also the Ant eater and Ar ma dillo.

As par ents and adults work ing with

chil dren and young peo ple, it is im por tant

to lis ten to the words they use, and how

they use them. As we know from the

prob lem with bul ly ing, words can hurt. But 

words can also cause un nec es sary con fu --

sion. If one of your chil dren is ex cep tional

in some way, ei ther due to def i cits or gifts,

they are ab nor mal. Help them to learn

what that word means and to be com fort --

able with being “out of the norm”. Also

teach them not to use a word that is in --

trin si cally non-judg men tal in a way that

seems to put others down.

An other lan guage task is to help chil --

dren, es pe cially teen ag ers who will be

grap pling with their own sex u al ity, how to

lis ten care fully to uses of cer tain words to

mis in form. For ex am ple, one often hears

the term “sex ual pref er ence” when re fer --

ring to ho mo sex u al ity, al though it is never

used to refer to het ero sex u al ity. That

word is used for gay peo ple so that ef forts 

to “con vert” a gay per son to a straight life --

style seems likely to be suc cess ful, since

one can al ways learn to enjoy a dif fer ent

fla vor of ice cream if the store is out of

your “pre ferred” fla vor. That is why the

word “sex ual ori en ta tion” is more ac cu --

rate than “sex ual pref er ence”. If sex u al ity

were re ally a pref er ence for ev ery one, we

would hear the word used equally for

straight and gay people.

The words “queer” and “fag got” and

even ho mo sex ual were re placed by the

word “gay” for the same rea son that

“black” re placed the “N-word”, Negro, and 

Col ored. It was an ef fort by mem bers of a

dis par aged com mu nity to erase the many

neg a tive con no ta tions that be came as so ci --

ated with the words. Later, for black

peo ple, the term “Af ri can-Amer i can” was

in tro duced by Jesse Jack son, in an at tempt

to widen our def i ni tion of peo ple of color

to in clude more than the color of their

skin and to link peo ple to their her i tage.

This is an other ex am ple of quite re cent

so cial tran si tion, dem on strat ing that peo --

ple seek ing equal ity en gage in a

con tin u ous pro cess to gain re spect. The 

use of cer tain kinds of language is crucial

for conveying respect.

In ter est ingly, now there are some peo --

ple of color who are ob ject ing to the term 

“Af ri can-Amer i can” since many black peo --

ple are not ac tu ally Af ri can by her i tage.

This il lus trates, again, the power of spe cific 

lan guage, and how words stir sen si tiv i ties

in individuals.

Fi nally, in the 1980’s, at the height of the 

women’s move ment, many gay women

wanted to de clare that is sues be tween gay 

women and gay men were dif fer ent, so

many began using the word les bian rather

than gay, a dis tinc tion that is im por tant to

some gay women but not to others.

The use of lan guage and the strug gle

for dig nity and equal ity are very much in --

ter twined. When chil dren un der stand this,

they will learn to be come more re spect ful, 

and fol low Mi cah’s in struc tion to “love

kind ness”. One of the ways to be kind to

oth ers is to be thought ful in how we refer

to them.
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The Gift of Diversity and Nature’s

Natural Order

A visit to the Dis cov ery chan nel (which, 

by the way, should be on a dif fer ent chan --

nel every night, don’t you think?) will

re veal one of na ture’s great gifts to us all: a 

world filled with dif fer ence!

Not only are there dif fer ent spe cies, al --

most too many to count, but even wide

vari ances within each spe cies. Any study of 

na ture will quickly re veal that the Cre ator

has no prob lems with dif fer ence. This in --

cludes the di ver sity of sexualities within

var i ous spe cies, in clud ing our own human

spe cies. Hav ing con sid ered that “de vi ant”

and “ab nor mal” have no moral mean ings

we ac knowl edge that such terms only

point to a spec trum of dif fer ence in her ent

within na ture. When we say that some one 

is “av er age” look ing, we are only saying

that someone

is not ex traor di narily beau ti ful or hand --

some, or un for tu nately un at trac tive. We

are ac knowl edg ing that along the spec trum 

of ap pear ance there is wide di ver sity of

ap pear ance. Being of “av er age in tel li gence” 

is the same: some have un usu ally low I.Q.’s

and oth ers are ex cep tion ally bright: most

of us are av er age, or nor mal. Why some

peo ple are so sur prised and even dis --

turbed that there is a sim i larly wide

spec trum of sex ual at trac tive ness can be a

little puzzling. In fact, you know that

peo ple dif fer ent than you find peo ple

you would not even con sider as an af fec --

tion ate or sex ual part ner very ap peal ing.

We now take for granted that God/Na --

ture/Cre ation con tains a wide spec trum of 

dif fer ence in all plants and other liv ing

things. If we can ac cept this rather ob vi ous 

truth we can move on to arm ing our selves 

with in for ma tion. This in for ma tion will

help us help young peo ple who will learn

as they grow about the wide va ri ety sex ual 

at trac tions and self-def i ni tions. Al though

for most adults the let ters “LGBTQ” are

un fa mil iar, they are be com ing used so

often that soon al most ev ery one will at

least be ex posed to this des ig na tion. In

guid ing chil dren through the array of

sexualities we want to have a clear un der --

stand ing of what each of these “la bels”

imply. This is es pe cially im por tant for par --

ents as kids will often hear only loosely

con structed la bels thrown around, often

to dis par age them selves or some one else.

Young chil dren often throw words like

“queer”, “fag got” or “gay” around know ing 

only that there is some neg a tive con no ta --

tion to them, but not knowing what they

are actually saying.

Using sex ual des ig na tions loosely and

with out un der stand ing is a prob lem for at

least three rea sons. One, if they don’t

know what they are say ing they may cause

hurt to an other per son with out tak ing re --

spon si bil ity for the harm caused by their

words. Also, if some one uses a de rog a tory

term to ward them, it may be meant to

cause in ten tional harm. In this case, the

child or young per son should know what

they are being called, and whether it “fits”.

If it does n’t fit, we can help them learn

how to re spond to such name-call ing and

to re mind them that being called some --

thing does n’t make you some thing. Thirdly,

some times the label may be ac cu rate. In
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this case, we will want to help chil dren de --

velop as ser tive and self-con fi dent

re sponses to avoid feel ing de graded and

neg a tive about themselves.

The use of la bels re lated to sex u al ity is

es pe cially com pli cated be cause there are

no out ward signs that give “proof” of

one’s sex u al ity. For ex am ple, a white

skinned child would never be called the

“N-word” be cause clearly it does n’t fit.

Some one who does n’t wear glasses would

not be called “four eyes” and a tall kid

would never be called “shorty”. But how

one feels is only known in ter nally, so it

makes all of us fair game for being mis la --

beled and po ten tially mis treated, or being

la beled ac cu rately and being mistreated.

It is the job of par ents and other adults

to “arm” chil dren with con fi dent re sponses

to any la bels di rected at them which will

take the power away from any one try ing to

use neg a tive la bels to hurt them. We also

want to re mind chil dren that “la bels” in and 

of them selves are not pos i tive or neg a tive.

The label “applesauce” on a jar of

applesauce is not good or bad, but a de --

scrip tion of what is in side of the label. In

the same way, call ing some one by a de scrip --

tion should not be neg a tive, un less

some one has de cided that being

“applesauce” is bad. Un hap pily, be cause not

enough peo ple enjoy the won der ful di ver --

sity of na ture, and dif fer ence often causes

anx i ety in peo ple, some la bels, even when

they are not “name-call ing” are ex pe ri --

enced as neg a tive.

On the con tin uum of sex u al ity, some

peo ple are called “straight” or “het ero sex --

ual”, which means that they have

af fec tion ate or sex ual feel ings for peo ple

of the “other” sex. Some peo ple are re --

ferred to as “les bian”, which means which

that they are a girl or a woman who has

af fec tion ate or sex ual feel ings for other

girls or women. Some peo ple are called

“gay”, which cur rently means ei ther a man

who has af fec tion ate or sex ual feel ings for

an other man, or ei ther a man or a woman

who has same sex at trac tion – sim i lar to

the way the word “human” or “per son”

re fers to both men and women. The term

“homo” (which means “same”) is some --

times used as a short word for

homosexual and is al ways meant as a

put-down of someone with same sex

attraction.

Some one who is “bi sex ual” or

“ambi-sex ual” has af fec tion ate or sex ual

feel ings for both peo ple of their same sex

and peo ple of the other sex.

The words les bian, gay, or bi sex ual refer 

to how peo ple feel about other peo ple.

The word “transgender” re fers to feel ings

a boy/man or girl/woman has about them --

selves, as far as whether they feel in side

like the sex na ture has as signed them. And 

“ques tion ing” peo ple are those who, for

what ever rea sons, aren’t sure about them --

selves. There are spe cific is sues and

chal lenges en coun tered by each of these

groups of peo ple. Un der stand ing these

chal lenges can help young people decide

to be kind.

This is part 1 of a 3-part ar ti cle. Parts 2 and 3

will ap pear in the next two is sues of CYC-On line.
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I
n my Oc to ber col umn, I wrote about

chil dren and young peo ple who ex pe ri --

ence per va sive shame and posed a query

about how we main tain bound aries, set

lim its and cre ate safe en vi ron ments with --

out ex ac er bat ing what can often be a

vi cious cycle for them (see

http://www.cyc-net.org/cyc-online/oct2014

.pdf, page 21-23).  This month’s col umn

will at tempt to an swer that query. 

As dis cussed in Oc to ber’s col umn, dis --

rup tion-re pair (or the re-es tab lish ing of

har mony in the re la tion ship) is es sen tial to 

keep the shame that a child ex pe ri ences

from par ent dis ap proval or ad mon ish ment

from turn ing into per va sive shame (or an

en dur ing sense of being bad).   Sim i larly,

chil dren and young peo ple will also need

some de gree of dis rup tion-re pair when

they come up against your per sonal

bound ary or limit on their be hav iour.  This 

re pair may take sim ple and even sub tle

forms.  For ex am ple, de pend ing on the

strength of the re la tion ship, eye con tact

and a smile may be enough to bring your

re la tion ship with a young per son back to

an even keel.  You may also nat u rally do

other things that pro mote dis rup tion-re --

pair; these may in clude giv ing an

ex pla na tion for the bound ary or limit,

iden ti fy ing what you think the child is

feeing and of fer ing an em pathic re sponse,

ex press ing how you feel about what is

hap pen ing, di vert ing the child’s at ten tion to 

some thing else, or even sim ply stay ing

phys i cally and emo tion ally pres ent with

the child through the pro cess.  

With some kids, re-es tab lish ing har --

mony in the re la tion ship is rel a tively easy. 

They may be look ing for re as sur ance and

reconnection.  They may al ready feel badly 

about what has hap pened and hav ing a

firm but car ing adult re sponse may come

as a re lief.  There may be an ini tial rough
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patch, but mak ing that con nect is pretty

achiev able.  Kids like these are un likely to

have re peat edly been left in per va sive

shame, and they will likely have de vel oped

a ca pac ity for guilt and em pa thy.  As a re --

sult, they’re prob a bly not the ones who we 

find it dif fi cult not to pun ish.

Kids who have fre quently been left in

per va sive shame will often un con sciously

adopt angry, ag gres sive be hav iours to

cover the un bear ably pain ful feel ings as so --

ci ated with shame.  As a re sult, their

de vel op ment of em pa thy and tol er ance for 

guilt will have been com pro mised – em pa --

thy and guilt are far too threat en ing and

over whelm ing to be felt, let alone di gested 

and in te grated into one’s per son al ity.  Per --

va sive shame not only in ter feres with the

de vel op ment of a con science, but the ca --

pac ity to form and main tain re la tion ships

more gen er ally.  This makes the prob lem

of dis rup tion-re pair all the more chal leng --

ing.  It is im pos si ble to re-es tab lish

har mony in the re la tion ship if there is no

re la tion ship to begin with.  More over, if

the re la tion ship is pre car i ous and/or pred i --

cated on be liefs and mean ings from

pre vi ous dam ag ing re la tion ships, dis rup tion 

re pair will be dif fi cult.  Im por tantly, though, 

it also may be the very stuff of re la tion ship 

build ing.

So how to do it?  I don’t think we, as a

sec tor, have this fig ured out – hence the

dif fi culty in avoid ing pu ni tive re sponses in

prac tice.  I won der how many times this is

at the core of place ment break down. 

What fol lows are some ideas, based on

years of prac tice, con tem pla tion and schol --

ar ship, about how to main tain bound aries,

set lim its and cre ate safe en vi ron ments

with kids who ex pe ri ence per va sive

shame.  

• Stay as much in re la tion ship through the

set ting of the bound ary or limit as pos si -

ble.  How one does this will vary based

on the re la tion ship it self and the style of

re lated both bring to it.  Some things to

con sider in how you do this in clude:

• Con vey ing care in your words,

your af fect and your non-ver bal

com mu ni ca tion.  As much as pos si -

ble, the limit should be based in

care.  For ex am ple, keep ing a

young per son in be cause you’re

con cerned about what’s going on

with them and want to spend

some time with them is a very dif -

fer ent mes sage than pre vent ing a

young per son from going out be -

cause their be hav iour does n’t

war rant the priv i lege;

• Re main ing emo tion ally avail able

through the pro cess.  Again, this

might be sim i lar to the pre vi ous

bul let, but also might in clude mak -

ing your own thoughts and feel ings

avail able to the child and show ing

gen u ine cu ri os ity and con cern for

his or hers.

• Re sist ing the temp ta tion to

shut-down or en gage in coun -

ter-ag gres sion.  Again, this is

con sis tent with the pre vi ous two

bul lets, but it is worth a men tion. 

Some times we can shut-down or

ap pear to shut-down in our ef forts

to re main calm, and for some
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young peo ple, this will be ex pe ri -

enced as aban don ment (though

they may not be con sciously aware 

of it).  Coun ter-ag gres sion can take 

var i ous forms, but I sus pect if

we’re hon est, one of the most

com mon ways it man i fests is in the

way we set con se quences for mis -

be hav iour.

• Be firm. Hav ing the req ui site mix ture of 

warmth and firm ness can some times

have a mag i cal ef fect, so in your ef forts

to re main in re la tion ship, be sure that

you don’t then send mixed mes sages. 

Anglin re fers to com mu ni cat ing ‘with

ex pec ta tion in their (staff mem ber’s)

voice’ (2002, p.68) and I think this is

very use ful.

• Keep con se quences, if you use them, as 

man age able as pos si ble.

• They should be log i cal – re lated to

the in fringe ment;

• They should be pro por tion ate –

not nec es sar ily to the be hav iour

but to the child’s de vel op men tal

ca pac ity.  A seven-day cur tail ment

of a par tic u lar priv i lege will be far

too much for a child who has lit tle

grasp of that du ra tion of time;

• If you can let con se quences un fold

nat u rally, then better yet.  A de lib -

er ately in flicted con se quence is not 

a nat u ral one; one that arises nat u -

rally as a re sult of a child’s

be hav iour and then is pro cessed

with him af ter ward can be very

help ful.  There may be times when

al low ing a nat u ral con se quence

may be too great a risk to the

child’s (or an other’s) well-being

and this, of course, should be

avoided.  It may be help ful to com -

mu ni cate this to the child,

par tic u larly if you have had sim i lar

com mu ni ca tions about nat u ral con -

se quences that have pre vi ously

un folded.

• Re mem ber that you may well be ab -

sorb ing the un bear able (un con scious)

shame and re lated feel ings from a child

who is suf fer ing from per va sive shame.  
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Con sider:

• how you can tune into that;

• what it might tell you about what is 

going on for the child; and

• how might you ‘give it back’ in a

more man age able form. 

 

• Be aware of and work with your own

trig gers and re ac tions to be hav iour or

sit u a tions that you find dif fi cult.  Use

su per vi sion, team meet ings and in for -

mal dis cus sions to tease out and make

sense of what is yours.

• Cap i tal ise on op por tu ni ties for mod el -

ling.  Kids with per va sive shame may

have lit tle idea of what it might look

like to fix things when they mess up, so 

be sure to high light your own mess ups 

and make vis i ble your own ef forts to fix 

things – in di vid u ally and as a team, big

things and lit tle things.  A cul ture

where this is the norm is more likely to 

be a safe place where chil dren and

young peo ple can begin to ac tu ally feel

the im pact of their ac tions on oth ers.

• Avoid the temp ta tion to make sim plis -

tic as sump tions about what a young

per son is ex pe ri enc ing based on sur face 

be hav iour.  This is es pe cially dif fi cult

with young peo ple who use ag gres sion

pro-ac tively (rather than re-ac tively). 

On the sur face, it may ap pear that they 

have no feel ings about their harm ful be -

hav iour, or worse, that they de rive

some sat is fac tion from it.  While this

may in deed be the case on a su per fi cial

level, there are deeper lay ers that un -

der lie what’s going on, and help ing a

young per son to ex pe ri ence him or

her self more fully is part of the pro cess 

of de vel op men tal re cov ery.  This will

likely be threat en ing to the young per -

son and will re quire your own

per sis tence and a dog ged com mit ment

to know ing him or her more fully.

• Ac tively main tain per spec tive.  It can

take a very long time, with re peated ef -

forts on the part of skilled and car ing

adults, be fore a child can even begin

the pro cess of shift ing out of their

defences against shame.  Try and re -

main hope ful and op ti mis tic while also

bring ing pa tience and a long-term vi sion 

to the pro cess.  With some kids, this

takes a lot of en dur ance.  Also, re mem -

ber that kids will make prog ress, but

when faced with some thing too un man -

age able, will likely re gress.  Some times

it is dur ing pe ri ods of re gres sion that it

is hard est to see a child’s prog ress as

real, and as worth sup port ing.

This is merely a start, and I’d be in ter --

ested in your thoughts about, ad di tions to

or even dis agree ment with them. 

Until next time…
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Introduction

To wards the end of

writ ing my the sis for a

Mas ter of Ed u ca tion, I

thought, “Where …

when is this going to

end?” Be fore re turn ing to 

post-grad u ate stud ies, I’d

ac knowl edged that being

a stu dent had never been 

an en joy able ex pe ri ence

for me but had re signed

my self to the fact that

fur ther ed u ca tion would

be nec es sary to im prove

my em ploy ment op por --

tu ni ties. I had been

work ing off and on in the 

child and youth worker

field since 1986 and like

oth ers whose ar ti cles

have ap peared in this

jour nal, it is some thing I

just fell into after get ting

my un der grad u ate de --

gree. I did not plan this

career.

While front line child

and youth work moved

and in spired me, I knew

I’d truly found my vo ca --

tional call ing the first

time I stepped into a

com mu nity col lege class --

room as a part-time
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teacher. That was a huge irony given my

very neg a tive ex pe ri ences as a child and

youth in the class room. I de tested being a

stu dent, yet thor oughly en joyed being a

teacher! I felt the need to ex plore that di --

chot omy. As I began to an a lyt i cally

ex am ine my ed u ca tional his tory as well as

my stu dents’ ex pe ri ences in the class room, 

it seemed only fit ting that I should write

about that topic as a final re quire ment to

com plet ing the post-grad u ate de gree. I

was the co or di na tor of the Child and

Youth Worker (CYW) Pro gram at Geor --

gian Col lege, teach ing fu ture CYWs about

chil dren and youth at risk for poor ac a --

demic out comes. My the sis was en ti tled

Risk, Re sil iency and Ac a demic Out comes in the

Con text of One In di vid ual’s Life: A Self Study.

In ex plor ing my child hood ex pe ri ences

in the ed u ca tion sys tem, I re called that

after a very dif fi cult school year and a tu --

mul tu ous re la tion ship with a teacher that

was, from an ac a demic and emo tional per --

spec tive, dev as tat ing, I found my self in a

class room that in com par i son to the pre vi --

ous year, felt like an oasis. I de scribed the

teacher of that peace ful class room as an

“oasis teacher.” Forty years later, that ex --

pe ri ence, and that teacher con tinue to

af fect my own teaching prac tice.

This paper is about the final steps of

writ ing my the sis when I felt I’d ex plored

every as pect of being at risk in the ed u ca --

tion sys tem. I was at loss about what it had 

all meant, why I had em barked on the

post-grad u ate and the sis writ ing jour ney

and where I found my self as I came to the

end of that jour ney. I had been work ing on 

my the sis for two years and was de pleted.

I felt I was in a desert and my ideas and in --

spi ra tion had dried up. And then the

“oasis” met a phor I’d used to de scribe an

im por tant teacher in my past emerged to

re plen ish me once again. I be lieve it is a

met a phor that any in di vid ual can em brace

to pos i tively in flu ence their own prac tice

whether they be teach ers or front-line

child and youth coun sel lors.

Oasis

Oasis was autoethno- graphic, spe cif i --

cally, a self- study, and along with the

chap ters con tain ing my lit er a ture re view,

meth od ol ogy, and dis cus sion and find ings,

I’d writ ten a lengthy chap ter called “The

Story.” The story was my own, mostly neg --

a tive ex pe ri ences, in the ed u ca tion sys tem. 

I had been an at-risk child and youth who

some how found her self writ ing a Mas ter’s

level the sis. I con sid ered my self to be a

voice not often heard in ‘the acad emy,’

that is, a child and youth at-risk for poor

ac a demic out comes, who now as a mid --

dle-aged adult, had a voice to speak about

those ex pe ri ences. I was an in sider coming 

out, so to speak.

What I hoped to ac com plish from an

ac a demic per spec tive was clear to me. I

wanted to shed some light on the ex pe ri --

ences and per spec tive of a child who is

strug gling ac a dem i cally and fall ing through

the cracks of the ed u ca tion sys tem. I

hoped it would af fect teach ing prac tice

and that teach ers who read my story

might feel com pas sion for the child that

was strug gling in their class room with the

kinds of is sues that did not evoke much
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sym pa thy from teach ers. I hoped they

might feel com pas sion for the bel lig er ent,

dif fi cult, dis re spect ful child who seemed

hope less and who the teacher might be --

lieve did not have what it took to

com plete higher ed u ca tion. What I was

un pre pared for was how the writ ing of the 

the sis would change me and af fect my own 

teaching prac tice.

I began the lit er a ture re view seek ing

knowl edge of the in trin sic and ex trin sic

fac tors that con trib ute to chil dren and

youth being at risk for poor ac a demic out --

comes. The re view fo cused on re search

that sought to ex plain why a child or

youth who did not have in tel lec tual or

cog ni tive chal lenges still might ex pe ri ence

poor ac a demic out comes. I also wished to

re view lit er a ture that ex am ined re sil iency

fac tors. Spe cif i cally I wanted to better un --

der stand how an in di vid ual who did poorly 

ac a dem i cally in el e men tary and high school 

was then able to com plete post-sec ond ary 

school ing suc cess fully. I was also in ter ested 

in de ter min ing why some in di vid u als who

did poorly in el e men tary and high school,

suc cess fully re turned to post-sec ond ary

ed u ca tion as ma ture stu dents. I wanted to

un der stand all of those is sues that were

rele vant to my own history as a student.

The writ ing of chap ters one and two

pro gressed nicely and in a pre dict able way.

The in tro duc tion and lit er a ture re view

chap ters were al most com pletely an ac a --

demic and schol arly ex er cise for me. How

best could I in tro duce my the sis topic?

What ques tions was I seek ing to an swer?

What did the lit er a ture re veal about my

ex pe ri ences as a child and youth at-risk? I

think my the sis su per vi sor would agree

that this part went smoothly. Those chap --

ters moved back and forth be tween us

with the ex pected sug ges tions for changes 

and ad di tions to what I had al ready writ --

ten. It was how ever the meth od ol ogy

chap ter that started me on a dif fer ent path 

and began to af fect my emo tional equi lib --

rium. While re search ing and then writ ing

about eth nog ra phy and self-study I was, at

times, hav ing con scious ness al ter ing mo --

ments where I truly felt I was in some

other di men sion. I often felt like I was

speak ing with two voices: that of the ac a --

demic and the voice of the at risk child. I

strug gled first with iden ti fy ing those two

as pects of my psy che and then in te grat ing

them. I began my meth od ol ogy chapter

with a discus sion of the dichotomy.

How does one ra tio nal ize the tell ing of

one’s own story? It is no ta ble that, be fore I 

at tempted to pro vide a ra tio nale for read --

ers as to why I chose self-study and this

par tic u lar topic, I had to jus tify to my self

why my per sonal story was im por tant and

worth tell ing. That need to con vince my --

self of the value of my own ex pe ri ence

was multi-lay ered. Ini tially, I had come to

un der stand that I was an in di vid ual who

was at-risk for poor ac a demic out comes

and so did not ex pect to be writ ing a the --

sis at a Mas ter’s level. That pre sented an

in tel lec tual and psy cho log i cal co nun drum

be cause I had been ac cepted into the

post-grad u ate pro gram and I was doing

well ac a dem i cally. Re al ity and a core be lief

clashed. Log i cally, I could ob tain that de --

gree. Emo tion ally, I was in con flict and

some what disbe lieving that I was capable
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of such a feat.

We can un der stand some thing in tel lec --

tu ally but be lieve some thing com pletely

dif fer ent on an emo tional level. Hav ing in --

ter nal ized the be lief that I was not ca pa ble 

of a high level of ac a demic per for mance

yet writ ing about that as pect of my self and 

my his tory in a Mas ter’s the sis seemed to

be a com plete con tra dic tion. I be lieved

those two in ter nal views to be a di chot --

omy. The two per spec tives must be

mu tu ally ex clu sive. As dis cussed ear lier,

that feel ing of being in the wrong place

and not be long ing caused con flict in ex --

plain ing my own re al ity and, on a deeper

level, my own truth. At that point, I was in --

tensely aware of a dis tinct split in my

in ter nal world. I could think and speak

with two dis tinct voices, but in de cid ing to

con duct a self-study I was tak ing the first

step to ward in te gra tion of these two

voices. The cur rent, ed u cated, mas ter stu --

dent per sona, was at tempt ing to give voice 

to the other per sona, the child and youth

at risk for poor academic outcomes.

(Cameron, 2008, p.29)

As the meth od ol ogy chap ter pro --

gressed, I be came im mersed in writ ing

about the writ ing of my ex pe ri ences. The

words flow ing from me to the key board

and out onto the screen began to cre ate

an “in the mo ment” re al ity. I was right

there, com pletely pres ent and feel ing the

pro found shift of my per spec tive. It truly

was a life-al ter ing ex pe ri ence. I be came

con scious of a merg ing that was oc cur ring

be tween two parts of me that rep re sented 

my past and my pres ent. I wrote in the

chapter that:

…. I was realizing that writing my

thesis has been a journey within a

journey. Outwardly, the journey was

the telling of my story that took me,

and hopefully the reader, to places

forgotten or never visited before.

Inwardly, the thesis itself represented

a journey of discovery about my place 

in an academic environment as well as 

to my place now, in my life. One of my 

goals in choosing this topic and

methodology for my thesis was to

integrate the two voices with which I
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spoke and the two perspectives with

which I viewed the world and I believe 

I have achieved that goal. However, the 

joining was not seamless and was

occurring not only outside of the

thesis process. In fact, it happened

through the process of writing this

dissertation. Perhaps it might be

defined as stream of consciousness

data gathering. It is allowing the

immediate emergence of my truth and 

understanding and discovery in the

living, breathing document that is this

piece of work. While writing this

thesis, it allowed an unbroken flow of

an awakening thought without

objective, analytical discourse. This

document became not just an account 

of my history and an assumed stance

and analysis of that history or simply a 

perspective presented in words on

paper. It also documents the unfurling

of consciousness and stimulated

personal growth that occurred at this

very moment I wrote this page, this

word. (Cameron, 2008, p. 50)

Deep stuff! I was feel ing odd after all

that and walked around for days in that al --

tered, trance-like state. I felt a bit

dis con nected from the ev ery day world but 

sharp and clear on some lev els. That

knowl edge, or spurt in self-aware ness and

what I termed as ‘un furl ing of con scious --

ness’ kept me in a sur real place not un like

being drugged. As I moved into the last

chap ter of my the sis where I was to write

about my find ings and make rec om men da --

tions for fu ture re search, I was anx ious.

Where does one go after a trip like that?

If any thing can bring you back to re al ity 

and into your pres ent life, stand ing in front 

of a room of young, per haps slightly ide al --

is tic or slightly cyn i cal stu dents cer tainly

will. It is dif fi cult to fake it there. At least it 

is for me. So a few days after my

mind-blow ing stream of con scious ness

self-dis cov ery writ ing stuff I found my self

ner vous, in ar tic u late and halt ing as I spoke

to my col league’s child and youth worker

re search meth ods class, about what?...qual --

i ta tive re search and in par tic u lar, my

meth od ol ogy of choice, an

autoethnographical self-study.

Nor mally, I am not ner vous in front of a 

class. I thrive on teach ing, con trary to my

neg a tive ex pe ri ences in the ed u ca tion sys --

tem as a stu dent. But in that class, talk ing

about my own re search and ed u ca tional

ex pe ri ences, I felt some what stiff and re al --

ized I also was feel ing vul ner a ble as I read

from my own the sis a piece about the im --

por tance of re la tion ship be tween the

teacher and the child. The stu dents I was

speak ing to were fu ture child and youth

work ers. My the sis was all about me, a

child and then later a teen who fell

through the cracks of the ed u ca tion sys --

tem.. I hoped to ‘in spire the de sire’ in

them to ad vo cate and sup port chil dren in

the class room where and when they could 

do so. What fol lows are the sec tions I

choose to read to the students that day:

Bonnie Benard (1997) discussed the

possibility that we can all be

“turnaround” teachers and that there

are ways that a teacher can “tip the
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scale from risk to resilience” (p. 2). In

my educational life, I refer to “oasis”

teachers who, while not necessarily

turning my life around, certainly gave

me a safe, restorative place to be for a 

period of time. I do believe it is

possible for a teacher to have a

profound effect on a child, both

positively and negatively. Benard lists

resilience skills as being “the ability to

form relationships (social

competence), to problem-solve

(metacognition), to develop a sense of 

identity (autonomy), and to plan and

hope (a sense of purpose and future)” 

(p. 1). I wish to restate that it is

important to look for such skills in

the negative and non-conforming

behaviour of the problem student. For 

example, the gang leader may have

excellent social skills and leadership

abilities within his peer group.

Although he is part of a youth gang,

and perhaps anti-social in a

conventional sense, he is a leader

nevertheless.

With regard to my ongoing struggles

with teachers and the relationships I

had with them, at times I had to reject 

their opinion of me in order to

sustain a strong inner core, my sense

of self-worth and my confidence. As

an adolescent and teen, I was caught

in a pattern that was pulling me

further and further away from an

educational path. However, much of

that behaviour and that tough,

mocking, disrupting brattiness was a

façade. In retrospect, I believe that

façade was protecting me from a

terrible internal conflict. While I may

not have been respectful of getting

good grades, my teachers, the school

culture, or the education system, I

realize now I had a deep respect for

knowledge and knew on some level

that knowledge, and ultimately an

education, was my ticket out of that

life, and that persona.

As a youth, I wanted to be intelligent. I

wanted to be educated. I do not

believe I ever would have chosen to

be a student disliked by her teachers.

The only connection I had to believing 

I had a place in the classroom was

through my relationships with my

teachers. It had always been that way,

and as that connection grew more

tenuous, so did my sense of “place” in 

that environment. Finally, I could not

be in a classroom at all and my place

there was lost on an emotional and

psychological level.

That is what I was grappling with

when my thirst for knowledge and a

desire to be educated thrust me back

into a classroom where, again, I felt

threatened and like an alien that did

not belong. It makes sense that that

tough, and somewhat bitter (younger) 

persona then emerged to toughen me 

up and “belligerentize” me if you will,

and get me through it. At the

beginning of the writing of this thesis,

I never would have believed that my

teachers were so important to me or

that their opinion of me was vital to

my ability to be in a classroom. It is
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my opinion that the relationship

young people have with their teacher

is paramount in cases like mine, when

the teacher may be the only educated 

adult the child knows and the only

reflection children have of them-

selves as a student.

My oasis teachers created a place

where I could, for the duration of the

school year, relax and feel safe. Such

teachers did not have to do anything

outwardly helpful; they simply had to

refrain from making me aware of

negative feelings they might have

towards me or that I needed to

defend myself. Giving me the

impression they might like me went a

long, long way with me. In my

particular case, my grade three

experience and the realization that my 

teacher did not like me threatened

the resiliency factors I was using to

help me deal with all the other issues

occurring in my life. Students’

relationships with their teachers

occur on an emotional level. Sadness

and sickness of heart results from

someone you hold in high esteem

letting it be known that she dislikes

you. It can potentially be the most

devastating thing a child can

experience even as they float in a sea

of other negative experiences and

feelings. A teacher can become a

resiliency factor in a child’s or youth’s

life. (Cameron, 2008, p. 151–152)

After then read ing about my grade four 

teacher who was, in deed, an oasis teacher,

I looked up at the class of child and youth

work ers and said, “You can...you must also

be come a re sil iency fac tor in the lives of

the chil dren and youth you will work with.

You can be an oasis for them.” After that

class, I mar velled at how ex posed I felt. I

re ally felt naked in front of those stu dents.

The sub ject mat ter was still so pain ful to

me, just freshly writ ten, and it was a huge

leap of trust to tell them about it. My rea --

sons for ex pos ing to oth ers that piece of

my his tory were so that they might un der --

stand the feel ings of an at-risk child in the

class room and that would af fect their fu --

ture prac tice as child and youth work ers. I

was aware of the fact that many of the

young adults in my class room had re --

turned to col lege after sim i lar neg a tive

ex pe ri ences in el e men tary and high school. 

I hoped they rec og nized the im por tance of 

hear ing the sto ries of chil dren and youth

and the im por tance of qual i ta tive re search

and in par tic u lar per sonal nar ra tives. I

hoped they might begin to gather some of

those sto ries when they were work ing in

the field. I re vealed to them that it was

odd to think about the stu dent I had been

and the teacher I now was. When I left the 

class on that day, I was n’t sure I’d made any 

kind of im pact., I was caught up in my own 

per sonal feel ings about read ing that ma te --

rial to them. Had I erred in disclosing that

part of my past?

And this was the un sure, un clear emo --

tional place I was as I neared the last few

pages of my the sis. I was in a bit of a “So

what, who cares, what now?” anti-cli ma tic,

post-epiph any state. On the fol low ing

week end, I sat in front of my com puter
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work ing on the the sis as I had for what

seemed like a mil lion week ends be fore. It

all felt very blah, blah, blah, blah to me. The 

the sis was al most com pleted and I was

quickly mov ing away from the place I’d

been in for the past sev eral months. I

needed to move on. It was time to end

this chap ter in my his tory and truly en gage 

in my cur rent life as a teacher. But how

had I changed as a re sult of my ex pe ri --

ences and the writ ing of my the sis? What

had it all meant? I’d spo ken of the jour ney

but what place had I ar rived at? I was

stalled. Then I got an email from one of

the stu dents who’d been in that re search

meth ods class. That email al lowed me to

write the final sec tion of my the sis en ti tled 

“Where Has This Journey Taken Me?.”

“hey Kathleen,

Your message really hit home for me

the other day in class. I was slower

learning to read when I was young,

and I was labelled as learning disabled.

My mom fought for me to be taught

the same curriculum as the other

students. I was made to feel that I

wasn’t capable of succeeding in

school. I finished high school with a 51 

average so I passed by the skin of my

teeth, I think mainly in part to the fact 

that no teacher really showed any

confidence in me.

So I guess I struggle also with this

discrepancy between how I do in

school and how I feel I am doing, or

where I want to go with my life. I was

looking at Ryerson last night and I

couldn’t believe that I was actually

considering university.

But thank you so much for sharing

that and I can tell you, and many agree 

that you are an “oasis teacher” to a

lot of us.

Scott”

Conclusion

I rec og nized that it had all come full cir --

cle. The final shift oc curred for me. Some

teth er ing to an old be lief sys tem fi nally let

go and fell away. My past and my own dif fi --

cult ed u ca tional ex pe ri ences could fi nally

be left be hind. I now had the op por tu nity

to form re la tion ships with my stu dents

that could trans form us both and move us

for ward. I could cre ate a ther a peu tic mi --

lieu in the class room, an oasis where

stu dents might heal and grow. Most im por --

tantly, and I was as tounded that I had

missed this ear lier, I could help my stu --

dents in te grate their two voices. Many of

them also had in ter nal strug gles with what 

they’d come to be lieve about their po ten --

tial and where they cur rently found

them selves as suc cess ful stu dents. While

in tu itively I worked to reach out to that

part that ex isted in some of my stu dents, I

had n’t con sciously ad dressed an im por tant 

el e ment of being an oasis teacher, and in

fact was the most im por tant thing that my

grade four oasis teacher Mrs. Cotgrave

had done for me. She put me back in

touch with my own po ten tial and my right

to feel suc cess ful in the class room. Many

col lege and uni ver sity stu dents enter the

class room hardly un der stand ing how they

got there and on a deep level believing
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they don’t deserve to be there either.

The the sis, and what started out as an

ac a demic ex er cise, be came the be gin ning

and end of a jour ney that ul ti mately be --

came about al low ing me to reach out and

to be af fected by my stu dents and my role

as teacher on a very pro found level. I had

be come some one else’s oasis teacher and

the mag nif i cence of that hit me. That’s

who I was now. I could be an in spi ra tion

to those stu dents, who, be cause of sim i lar

ex pe ri ences to mine, were en ter ing

post-sec ond ary ed u ca tion with a great

deal of trep i da tion and lack of be lief in

their own po ten tial. In writ ing about my

own past and then let ting it go, I began to

truly feel what it meant to be an oasis

teacher.

It is sim ply a gift from the uni verse to

watch a stu dent start to see them selves in 

a dif fer ent light and watch them leave be --

hind a dif fi cult ed u ca tional past and turn

their face to ward their own fu ture and its

bril liant pos si bil i ties. It has been my ex pe ri --

ence in the col lege sys tems I now work in

that we fail to re mem ber that many of our 

stu dents are still very young and very im --

pres sion able when they enter our

class rooms. Even ma ture stu dents may still 

carry with them the be liefs they held and

the be hav iours they dem on strated in high

school or even el e men tary school. When

they enter our class room we still have an

in cred i ble in flu ence on them and we must

be cog ni zant of that pow er ful in flu ence

and our re spon si bil ity to those stu dents.

We can still hurt them in that class room

or choose to help them thrive. Have you

ever watched stu dents rip through an

essay you’ve handed back as they look for

your com ments? What have you writ ten

to them on that paper? It is small things

that make a class room an oasis in stead of

an other gru el ling ex er cise for stu dents.

From a child and youth coun sel lor per --

spec tive, there are many adults in every

class room that are still try ing to over come 

risk fac tors that have ex isted over the

course of their lives. Is your class room fos --

ter ing re sil iency? Be lieve me, it can fos ter

re sil iency, and it should fos ter re sil iency,

even for adults. That’s what cre at ing an

oasis does. Be an oasis teacher. Mak ing a

con scious de ci sion to cre ate an oasis for

the chil dren, youth and adults you work

with also creates an oasis for you.

Everyone thrives.
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A
s is prob a bly ob vi ous in the way I write 

my col umns here, I am more than a bit

skep ti cal of claims to what ap pear to be

ob vi ous truths. I am par tic u larly ag i tated

by truth claims that are tau to log i cal or

self-con firm ing on the basis of cir cu lar

logic. This may seem ob vi ous. Cer tainly, we 

in CYC with all of our train ing in crit i cal

think ing would be

able to see such

knowl edge as the

kind of su per fi cial

grab for power and 

con trol it rep re --

sents. When faced

with claims such as 

the fol low ing we

surely don’t nod

with sage agree --

ment. 

Claim 1: kids

need dis ci pline,

which is jus ti fied as 

true by the ev i --

dence that, when

dis ci plined, chil dren 

be have better.

Better be hav ior is

ev i dence of a

child’s hap pi ness, ipso facto well be haved

and dis ci plined chil dren are happy chil dren

and happy chil dren are a good thing. Or 2)

chil dren need con se quences. We know

this be cause when given con se quences,

chil dren re spond by mod i fy ing their be hav --

ior in what we de fine as a pos i tive fash ion.

Those that do not are clearly un happy and 

in need of fur ther con se quences until they 

can see the in her ent logic of our ap proach 

and are en light ened by it so they can be --

come well be haved. Well-be haved chil dren

are happy chil dren (see above). Or 3) chil --

dren who mis be have are ev i denc ing some

form of emo tional or men tal mal ad just --

ment. We know this be cause we have

writ ten books that char ac ter ize mis be hav --

ior as just such mal ad just ments. When we

refer to such

books, we can see

the be hav iors the

chil dren are man i --

fest ing are

de scribed there

and as a re sult we

can be con firmed

in the knowl edge

that these chil dren

are suf fer ing ei ther

emo tion ally or

men tally. Suf fer ing

peo ple are not

happy. If we can get 

the child to quit

mis be hav ing it will

let us know they

are no lon ger suf --

fer ing from men tal

or emo tional suf --

fer ing. They will be happy (see above).

This kind of logic is deeply

rooted in our psy ches and in what

Guattari called our pre-con scious so cial

in vest ments.  It is a logic that is hid den

within the way that ra tio nal ity has taken

hold in sci en tific claims. It works some --

thing like this. First you ob serve an ob ject.

Then you de ter mine how it is put to --

gether and how that ob ject’s
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compositional form is dif fer ent than an --

other ob ject. You then give the ob ject a

name based on how you have de scribed it.

When you now see the ob ject you call it

by its name as though the name and the

ob ject had a nat u ral re la tion. So, for ex am --

ple, early tax on o mists de ter mined what

things were (say a cat) ac cord ing to how

they dif fered in com po si tion from other

things (say a dog). Hav ing de ter mined that

catness is com prised in the way set out by

the tax on o mist, we now call all be ings that 

look like that, a cat. If it walks like duck

and so on.

Put sim ply, our de scrip tion is only one

way to de scribe the world and it is re gret --

ta bly rather tau to log i cal in the sense that

it first sets out the terms by which the

thing will be de fined and then claims that

what is de scribed is ac tu ally the thing it self.  

How ever, there is noth ing in her ent in the

bi o log i cal en tity we call a cat that de ter --

mines a) that it is com posed in the way we 

have de cided to di vide the world up or

that b) its re la tion to what we would call

its en vi ron ment is sep a ra ble and dis crete

as cat/non-cat. 

Let us take an other ex am ple from na --

ture, the dis tinc tion be tween the great

apes and hu mans. Com mon sense and

pop u lar sci ence would tell us that great

apes and hu mans are tax o nom i cally dif fer --

ent. Hu mans are not great apes and great

apes are not hu mans. How ever, this is ac --

tu ally trick ier than we might think. The

ini tial dis tinc tions made be tween great

apes and hu mans were pre mised more in

the prej u dices of the his tor i cal pe riod in

which they were pro duced, than an ac tual

ren der ing of dif fer ence. In deed, emerg ing

sci ence has found that ge net i cally hu mans

and chim pan zees/bonobos have 98.6% of

their genes in com mon. Sex ual ma tu rity

emerges about the same in both hu mans

and great apes. They share an ex tended

pe riod of what might be termed child --

hood. They both have op pos able thumbs

and sim i lar lengths of preg nancy. 

Chimp/bonobos in fants and chil dren, like

hu mans, have a strong de sire for play, learn 

through ob ser va tion and im i ta tion, are cu --

ri ous about the world around them, need

con stant re as sur ance and at ten tion, and fi --

nally, need af fec tion ate phys i cal con tact for 

healthy de vel op ment. Great apes have a

ner vous sys tem very much like human be --

ings. They are ca pa ble of ab stract

rea son ing, so cial co op er a tion, tool mak ing,

and have a con cept of a self. Emo tions

such as pain, fear, joy, and com pas sion are

avail able to them and great apes are ex --

tremely adept at non-ver bal

com mu ni ca tion. In cap tiv ity they have

learned to com mu ni cate with hu mans

through Amer i can Sign Language. 

This raises the ques tion as to whether

the dis tinc tion be tween great apes and hu --

mans is as clear-cut as we once thought. It

is an in ter est ing co nun drum in that we

have to won der, if we wrong about that

dis tinc tion, what else might we have dis tin --

guished and de fined as a true dis tinc tion

that might not be as clear cut as we

thought? 

In deed, the cat e gory of the human

body as bounded from its en vi ron ment by

the in teg rity of its bi o log i cal com po si tion,

is thrown into ques tion when we con sider 
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the fact that bac te rial cells out num ber

human cells in the “human” body by a

ratio of ten to one. Per haps, the cat e gory

of human ought to be re-thought? It might 

cause us to won der if cen ter ing the human 

as the com para tor for other tax o nomic

dis tinc tions might be as prob lem atic as the 

once pop u lar be lief that the sun cir cled

the earth. 

The pro duc tion of hu mans and human

de vel op ment as some how at the cen ter of 

the net work of liv ing be ings has been con --

tested of late by schol ars such as Ve ron ica

Pacini-Ketchabaw and Fikile Nxamalo at

the Child and Youth Care De part ment at

the Uni ver sity of Vic to ria. They draw on

an emerg ing view of life as a com plex and

en tan gled web of an i mate and in an i mate

vec tors of force that points to wards the

pos si bil ity of a post-human fu ture in which 

the cat e gory of human be gins to fade in

favor of more com plex un der stand ings of

how life in ter sects and is mu tu ally in for ma --

tive and pro duc tive.  Such in quiry and

thought is di rected to wards an ecosophic

ac count ing of what has been termed the

anthropocene. 

I bor row the term ecosophic from the

psy cho an a lyst and ac tiv ist Felix Guattari

and deep ecol ogy phi los o pher Arne Næss.

Næss de vel oped the term to de scribe a

phi los o phy of eco log i cal har mony or equi --

lib rium. He sug gested that its prac ti cal

ap pli ca tion would have to in volve wis dom,

which he sug gested was the abil ity to de --

velop pol i cies on the re la tion ship of all

spe cies con tin gent on the ac tual ma te rial

and so cial con di tions of the planet. 

Guattari ex tended ecosophy using the

an thro pol o gist Greg ory Bateson’s con cept

of three in ter act ing and in ter de pen dent

ecol o gies of mind, so ci ety, and en vi ron --

ment. He sug gested that in order to have a 

func tion ing eco log i cal pol i tics we would

need to rec og nize the richly en twined and

mu tu ally in for ma tive en tan gle ments of our 

minds, our so cial pro duc tions and the

realm of other spe cies and in an i mate sys --

tems of force (weather, ge ol ogy etc.). 

Ecosophy is a re sponse to what has

been termed the anthropocene or the pe --

riod of his tory where the ac tiv i ties of

human be ings has had a sig nif i cant im pact

on the earth’s eco sys tems. There is lit tle

doubt that the anthropocene has con sti --

tuted what might well be de scribed as a

se ries of es ca lat ing geo log i cal and

meterological events. These events have

had a dev as tat ing ef fect on an ever in creas --

ing num ber of plants and an i mals. In deed,

there are sci en tists whose re search seems

to in di cate that the anthropocene may

threaten the hu man oid spe cies it self. 

The logic that drives the anthropocene

is an other ex am ple of tau to log i cal rea son --

ing. First we de ter mine tax o nom i cally that

hu mans are some how dif fer ent from all

other spe cies. Then we cre ate such dif fer --

ence as a hi er ar chy in which our dif fer ence 

both sep a rates us from other sys tems and

that such sep a ra tion in di cates a hi er ar chi --

cal dif fer ence. In short, we are not only

dif fer ent but also su pe rior. We val o rize the 

dif fer ence we have cre ated and begin to

imag ine that our self-de ter mined su pe ri or --

ity ex empts us from the broader logic of

other liv ing and non-liv ing sys tems. We

posit that the most im por tant iden tity we
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can have is to be human and that it our

hu man ity that some how will pro vide us

with true joy if we can fully ac cess it. This

ig nores the rather du bi ous his tory of

human-centric pro jects over the mil len nia

wherein joy was sel dom the re sult of this

odd form of spe cie-centric nar cis sism.

In stead, this use of tau to log i cal

human-centric logic has led us into a se --

ries of on go ing pro jects that at tempt to

marginalize and dis en fran chise, not only

other spe cies on the basis of their lack of

human iden tity, but also other groups of

homi nids. This is the logic of ra cial and

eth nic su pe ri or ity and the foun da tions of

var i ous forms of dom i na tion and slav ery. It

is also the logic that sup presses non-Eu ro --

pean al ter na tive modes of know ing that

have more com plex ways of un der stand ing 

interspecies re la tions.

What does all of this have to with

Child and Youth Care? I would argue that

the tau to log i cal fal la cies we noted at the

be gin ning of this col umn are founded in

the logic of the anthropocene. The tax o --

nom i cal and hi er ar chi cal logic that sets

hu mans out side the web of life is the same 

logic that sep a rates adults and young peo --

ple, staff and ad min is tra tors, ac a dem ics and 

line work ers. Be cause we are driven by a

logic that func tions on dif fer en ti at ing our --

selves, we seek to find in that dif fer ence

self-val o ri za tion. As a re sult, we fail to see

the eco log i cal im per a tive of what we hold

in com mon. Pacini-Ketchabaw and

Nxumalo’s work calls at ten tion to our fail --

ure to ac count for the in tri cate

en tan gle ments we have with ev ery thing we 

en coun ter as we live our lives. If we claim

a field pre mised in re la tion ship and car ing,

an thro po cen tric tau to log i cal ways of

know ing and un der stand ing are dev as tat --

ingly in ad e quate. It is no lon ger suf fi cient

to seek our com mon hu man ity – if we are

to care then we must learn to care for all

our re la tions. 
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O
n a re cent Sat ur day, my six year old

son woke up and wrote out his agenda 

for the day. He en joys writ ing and de vel op --

men tally is in a stage of greater aware ness

of time pass ing and the rhythm of days and 

sea sons as they come and go. Mak ing the

list was his idea and the con tent was en --

tirely from his own thoughts. As the day

pro gressed he re turned to his list cross ing

out each item as it was ac com plished. I

was de lighted to see some of his per spec --

tive and the sense of con nec tions and

rhythm he was ex pe ri enc ing as the day un --

folded.

Rhythm and joy often go together

Think about the rhythm and en joy ment 

in his plan for this re lax ing week end day.

Here is his list:

• Get up

• Eat break fast

• Have sum mer sau sage (a fun treat I had 

just brought home from travel to Mil -

wau kee; we en joyed this as a pic nic

to gether on the front porch)

• Have fun

• Take a nap

• Have lunch

• Play with Ashlyn and An drew (his sis ter 

and brother)
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• Ride my bike

• Have din ner

• Play a lit tle (added later when more

time was avail able)

• Take a bath

• Go to sleep

There is a lot we can ob serve in this

sam ple of a child’s day. Twelve sim ple items 

yet full of mean ing. You can see the nat u ral 

rhythms of daily life in his wak ing, eat ing,

sleep ing. You can see a flow of

connectedness with oth ers in clud ing fam ily 

time at meals and spe cial plans with his

sib lings. There is time alone and time with

oth ers. There are also con crete plans such 

as rid ing his bike as well as more in def i nite 

or open space for op por tu ni ties that

might pres ent them selves. One might even 

ex trap o late ideas about his lev els of safety

and trust in his en vi ron ment dur ing this

day of re lax ing around his home and neigh --

bor hood.

And no tice that there is al ways space

for a lit tle more fun. After din ner, find ing

that he had time to squeeze in a bit more

in his agenda for the day, he finds space in

his day to add one more item on his

agenda: play a lit tle.

How does the ex pe ri ence of daily life

un fold for the young peo ple in your care?

What is their per spec tive - and per haps

power and con trol - over what they

choose to do and when they do it? Is

there bal ance be tween the struc ture (e.g.

school, or ga nized ac tiv i ties) and free dom

(e.g. un struc tured time, ex plo ra tion)?

These are im por tant ques tions to ask as

we shape and sup port their de vel op ment

and daily ex pe ri ence.

There is benefit in slowing down

Most pro grams or house holds with

young peo ple de pend on a basic struc ture.

This is im por tant in es tab lish ing a rou tine,

but can also lead to un nec es sary busy ness

if not kept in bal ance. Part of this

hurriedness in life, that which often

quenches our joy, has to do with how we

un der stand and think about time: 

In [some] cul tures, time is cy cli cal. It’s

seen as mov ing in great, un hur ried cir cles. 

It’s al ways re new ing and re fresh ing it self.

Whereas in the West, time is lin ear. It’s a

fi nite re source; it’s al ways drain ing away.

You ei ther use it, or lose it. “Time is

money,” as Benjamin Frank lin said. And I

think what that does to us psy cho log i cally 

is it cre ates an equa tion. Time is scarce,

so what do we do? Well, we speed up,

don’t we? We try and do more and more 

with less and less time. We turn every
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mo ment of every day into a race to the

fin ish line - a fin ish line, in ci den tally, that

we never reach, but a fin ish line

none the less. And I guess that the

ques tion is, is it pos si ble to break free

from that mindset? And thank fully, the

an swer is yes, be cause what I dis cov ered,

when I began look ing around, that there

is a global back lash against this cul ture

[of busy ness] that tells us that faster is

al ways better, and that busier is best.

(Honore, 2005)

What would our days look like if we

took a deep breath and viewed time more

as a re new ing and re fresh ing cycle, rather

than a lin ear, fleet ing re source? Our per --

spec tives might be come more open to

find ing more en joy ment in our days, add ing 

more time for hav ing fun as Alec did.

Rather than rush ing from one ac tiv ity to

an other, we might find our selves plan ning

for time to play, take more naps, or enjoy

our meals with one an other.

Fun is a basic human need

Among the var i ous mod els of basic

human needs that we all use in our work,

one of them in cludes fun as one of five

basic needs - the oth ers being sur vival,

love and be long ing, power, and free dom

(Glas ser, 1999). Fun is not only play, al --

though surely in cludes a lot of that, but

also en joy ing the plea sures of life, rec re --

ation, learn ing, and laugh ing. Child hood

re quires fun as a pre req ui site for healthy

de vel op ment. It is a pri mary driver of our

imag i na tion, ex plo ra tion, and skill ac qui si --

tion as we grow.

Con sider the way one par ent de scribed 

child hood in the con text of re flect ing on

Maurice Sendak’s chil dren’s book “Where

the Wild Things Are”:

There is an inherent sadness to being a

kid. There is this world created inside of a

child’s imagination, where the couch really

is a pirate ship, and the carpet is a tossing 

sea, and the world plays along, and all of

life is play. Until, we are called to wash our 

hands for dinner, and that ruins the game.

We stomp pouting about the interruption,

that is our parents wanting to feed us. And 

we get in trouble for having a bad attitude, 

and what the heck? No one understands

me. And isn’t life hard? (Waffle

Wednesday Blog, n.d.)
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Of course these tran si tions can be

strength ened by being in sync with the

child and con nect ing in ways that are

mean ing ful to them. Yet, some times we

for get what it is like to ex pe ri ence the

imag i na tion and joys of child hood. For

some in the world that may be stay ing out

after the street lights come on at night.

For oth ers it may be find ing a lost futbal in 

the morn ing and an open patch of dirt to

play on all day. Still for oth ers it might be

climb ing up on a roof or sit ting out side

watch ing the stars at night.

One of the ques tions I ask my kids

every night over din ner or as they go to

bed is: What was one of your fa vor ite

things you did or ex pe ri enced today?

Some times I have a good guess about what 

they are going to say and some times I am

to tally sur prised by their re sponse. Their

an swers help me in un der stand ing what is

im por tant to them in that mo ment and

how to sup port them in their next steps

of de vel op ment. Their an swers pro vide a

sim ple way to mea sure the amount of joy

and hap pi ness they are ex pe ri enc ing as

they grow.

Slow ing down and in ten tion ally al low ing 

for fun and free dom in life is some thing

young peo ple in care or who are being

looked after des per ately need. We need to 

think more about how we pro vide room

for “chil dren to have fun, to de velop a

range of skills, and per haps most im por --

tantly to build re la tion ships with other

chil dren and with those adults to par tic i --

pate along side them in ac tiv i ties” (Smith,

Fulcher & Doran, 2013, p, 102). This is im --

por tant for both homes, res i den tial

pro grams, and our com mu ni ties in gen eral.

What does your daily sched ule need in

order for you to ex pe ri ence more joy in

life? How about the daily ex pe ri ence of

the young peo ple you work with? I in vite

you to join with me in fol low ing Alec’s

lead in slow ing down to add the fun es sen --

tial to en joy ing life - both in the lives of

those we care for and in our own.
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W
ith the pass ing of an other ‘Rugby

week end’ here in the wet and green

Celtic lands of Ire land and Scot land and

the ad journ ment of a weeklong gath er ing

of likeminded col leagues and sub se quent

dis persal of our global col leagues, as they

leave for their own home lands, we are em --

braced with emo tion.

The CYC Gath er ing, Unity in Re la tion --

ship and SPDN con fer ences and

‘Re la tional Train ing programmes’ have left

an in del i ble mark on many that at tended,

re in forc ing the im por tance of con nec tion

and shar ing. For us that re main we are im --

me di ately bom barded by ex ten sive media

cov er age (TV, news pa pers and live stream --

ing) with all the trap pings of the im pend ing 

epic in ter na tional sport ing events that are

the In ter na tional Rugby Tests.  

These glad i a to rial en coun ters see the

bring ing to gether of finely tuned ath letes

from their sep a rate clubs to emerge as

Na tional teams and en gage in team driven

and re spect ful adren a lin fu elled en ter tain --

ment, with Wales hav ing the un en vi able

task of fac ing the ‘All Blacks’ – the New

Zea land international team.

As all rugby fans know it is cus tom ary

for the All Blacks to en gage in the tra di --

tional Maori dis play of threat and

dom i nance known as the ‘haka’, prior to

the game com menc ing. This is a tra di --
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tional an ces tral war cry (as well as a

dance) that is often used as a chal lenge.

His tor i cally the ‘War haka’ was per formed 

by war riors prior to en gag ing in bat tle,

with the in tent to pro claim strength and

prow ess and there fore in tim i date the op --

po nent – haka are a loud and vi sual dis play, 

just like an cient Celtic war riors dis plays,

where they would bang on their shields

with swords and spears to the play ing of

the Uilleann Pipes (Irish) or Bag pipes (Scot --

tish), as they head for bat tle, these dis plays 

have the in tent of in tim i dat ing the on --

looker. As with the haka, such a dis play can 

be very ef fec tive in mak ing the watcher

back off or at least un set tling them.

So, as we come to con sider this ob ser --

va tion as it oc curs in our work and the

‘dis plays’ we wit ness, can we re cog nise

that the same basis often ex ists for the

‘threat dis plays’ ex hib ited by chil dren,

youth and fam i lies? Can we come to un --

der stand that these per for mances are

often noth ing more than pos tur ing; set ting

out a de fen sive dis play and pre par ing to do 

bat tle with a perceive opponent? 

More Heat than Light    

Threat dis plays are com mon in trou --

bled youth, often made at times of cri sis,

some times as a means of in tim i da tion or

ma nip u la tion and mostly to put us

‘off-guard’. De mands and vol a tile be hav iour 

such as di rect threats and threats to prop --

erty often evoke un so phis ti cated cri sis

re sponses from help ing adults. Yet, even

dur ing these mo ments and dis plays we

must ask, how much of this is real? If we

don’t react and seek to un cover the pain

‘at back of the be hav iour’, we often real ise

that there is no in ten tion of car ry ing out

all that is ‘promised’.

This ob ser va tion does not seek to ex --

cuse poor be hav iour nor does it seek to

ap por tion blame for poor re sponses to

the be hav iour by adult carers in what are

very dif fi cult and stress ful sit u a tions. In --

deed, we are set ting out the fact that our

charges often use their own ‘haka’ to in --

tim i date or de fend against a per ceived

threat and that it is our re spon si bil ity to

de code be hav iours and dis cern what real

risk exist and what are ‘smoke and

mirrors’.

Often these ‘threat dis plays’ can pro --

duce more heat than light for both the

youth and for staff. The heat for the youth
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is the un der ly ing stress caus ing the event

and the man i fest ing be hav iour as it boils

into cri sis. The heat for staff is man i fest in

mir rored be hav iour, de fen sive po si tion ing

and co er cive and dom i nat ing be hav iours

that often re sult in perpetuating the crisis.

So what of the Light? Often very lit tle

light is shone on the sit u a tion for ei ther

the youth or the help ing adult. For in --

stance, it can be the case that lit tle

ef fec tive ‘de brief’ is given to events by staff 

groups or with the youth, de spite the

knowl edge we pos ses that the ‘de brief ing’

is not only con sid ered to be good prac tice 

but it is known that through de brief ing en --

light en ment can hap pen – there is learn ing 

in every cri sis! Lit tle may be il lu mi nated in

these sit u a tions about the pat terns of

self-de feat ing be hav iours dis played by the

youth be cause our focus is drawn to the

be hav iour it self rather than the mo ti va --

tions driv ing the be hav iour. Like wise adult

re ac tions can be come fo cused on con trol --

ling the be hav iour rather than de ter min ing 

what was going on, ‘on the in side’. We can

be quick to re spond with our own ‘haka’,

our own dis play of pos tur ing and po si tion --

ing

Thoughts, Feelings and Behaviour

Often our train ing or prac tice can lack

a so phis ti cated un der stand ing of human

be hav iour; we are oc ca sion ally taught that

we should only focus on an te ced ents, be --

hav iour and con se quences, and whilst these

func tional anal y ses can be help ful in some

ways, they usu ally miss out fun da men tal

con nect ing and rel e vant is sues in mak ing

sense of threat en ing be hav iour. 

As our pro fes sion and pro fes sional

prac tice has evolved and a greater un der --

stand ing of trou bled be hav iour has

emerged, we are now aware that the

‘think ing’ of the per son and the ‘feel ings’ of

the per son sig nif i cantly de ter mine their be --

hav iour. Prac tice wis dom has evolved to

the point that we now un der stand that

there can be no sim ple ‘ABC’ to un der --

stand ing be hav iour and yet we have such

an ad verse re ac tion to the ‘haka’ of the

chil dren, youth and families we seek to

assist.

Embracing the embrace

In the open ing para graph we men tion

how we were ‘em braced with emo tion’ as

the dis persal of out ward bound in ter na --

tional col leagues (and friends) came to

pass as the Unity con fer ence ended. There 

were days filled with fare wells and fare well 

hugs a sim ple and uni ver sal human ‘dis play’ 

of car ing and love. This dis play (hug ging) is
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seen in most cul tures as being at the heart 

of dis play ing connectedness and re la tion --

ship – in fact the de bate on ‘hug ging’ was

dis cussed many times dur ing this ‘gath er --

ing’, just as it can be dis cussed at team

meet ings, dur ing col lege tu to ri als and even 

at pol icy re views. But even with all the de --

bate, there still does not seem to be a

place for this ‘display’ within our work.

As we are en ter tained by the ‘haka’

per formed by the All Blacks we come to

re flect and un der stand better how to de --

code the haka that are dis played to us by

the chil dren and youth with whom we

work. Yet, as we em brace and hug our

fam ily mem bers, friends and col leagues, we 

are chal lenged with prac tic ing this dis play

in our pro fes sional life. This dis play that

can pos sess the most heal ing of pow ers,

one which can truly dem on strate we mean 

what we say (when we say, ‘I care about

you’); the dis play that ev ery one longs for, is 

all but forbidden. 

Here we are re minded about a story

shared by a col league from the other side

of ‘The Pond’, a story about his son.

Santana (a 15 year stu dent) was ‘dis ci --

plined’ by his school for chal leng ing their

‘no phys i cal con tact’ pol icy – a pol icy stat --

ing, ‘hug ging be tween stu dents is

for bid den’. Santana (being his fa thers’ son)

came to school the fol low ing day wear ing

a tee-shirt with the slo gan, ‘Free Hugz’

em bla zoned across the front. For this ‘of --

fer ing’ he was given the priv i lege of pick ing 

his own pun ish ment – to choose ei ther (i)

an ‘in-school sus pen sion’ OR (ii) ‘a pad --

dling’. This school pol icy not only ac tively

con demned pos i tive human con nec tion

and dis plays of car ing, it ac tu ally sought to

in flict on one of its stu dents a display of

rancor, threat and rejection.

 

Love / Hate

As we draw this ar ti cle to a close we

re spect fully sug gest that there is now a

need to re think how we view the daily

‘haka’ we en coun ter in work ing with youth 

in dif fi culty. Re think ing the ‘haka’ dis play

gives work ers the op por tu nity of link ing

the ‘threat dis plays’ to the thoughts and

feel ings of those who en gage in them.

What can be most vis i ble dur ing pain and

cri sis is the ‘prob lem atic be hav iour’ of

crisis, the shout ing; ver bal dis play of threat; 

and de struc tion of prop erty. How ever,

viewed through a dif fer ent lens we may re --

con sider what need the threat dis play is

meet ing and dis en tan gle what it is actually

all about. 

We must con tinue to re flect on and

dis cuss what we think of car ing – for is it

re ally enough to talk the talk but less fre --

quently, walk the walk – show ing true

car ing? So think a lot and hug a lot more;

for if the threat dis play is no more than a

safety dance, let car ing adults dance a dif --

fer ent dance. 

Maxie & Digs
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T
hey al ways talk about how the world

will beat a path to the door of the per --

son who builds a better mouse trap, and

maybe that’s true. But where I live, mice

aren’t a huge prob lem. You know who’s

going to wind up get ting a well-beaten

path? The per son who builds a better set

of out door Christ mas lights.

This past week I had to put up the

lights again. Weird. It seems like they just

came down. Well, okay, it was Au gust, but

that’s not the point. The point is, every

year I have to put them up, and every year

I go through the same grief to do it.

It starts in late Oc to ber, when my wife

re minds me that Christ mas is only two

months away and I should start think ing

about the Christ mas lights in stead of leav --

ing it to the last min ute like I al ways do. So 

I make a men tal note to check out the

Christ mas lights real soon. 

The prob lem with my men tal notes is

I’m al ways mis plac ing them. So usu ally I

have to bor row some body else’s men tal

notes. Which I do around late No vem ber,

early De cem ber. Or at least, I mean to. Fi --

nally, my wife an nounces that once again

I’ve in deed left it to the last min ute - that

in fact, the last min ute is today - and “ ...

would I please get the bloody Christ mas

lights up???” Nice way to start the sea son.

“Bah, hum bug!” to you, too.

Now, each Au gust when I take the

Christ mas lights down, I care fully wrap

them up in a neat coil, pack them gently in

a well-marked box, and store them over --

head in the ga rage. And every year,

through some mys te ri ous pro cess, they

work them selves to the back of the over --
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head shelf, be hind the lawn fur ni ture, the

bi cy cles, the gar den ing stuff, and what I be --

lieve to be the re mains of Jimmy Hoffa

al though I’ve never ac tu ally opened the

box. So all that stuff has to come down -

ex cept for Jimmy, who I just shove to one

side - so that I can get the lights out.

Then I plug the set in to see which

lights need re plac ing. It never ceases to

amaze me that Christ mas lights which

have weath ered wind, rain, sleet, and snow, 

which have worked per fectly while dan --

gling off the edge of a roof in minus thirty

tem per a tures, which have with stood the

worst a Ca na dian win ter can throw at

them, don’t seem to be able to han dle

being care fully stored for a sea son in a

warm ga rage. 

The best way to check the bulbs is to

un ravel the whole string, which takes sev --

eral hours, be cause the same phe nom ena

that car ried the box of lights to the back

of the shelf also turned them into a jum --

bled mass of wires, bulbs, and sharp 

pointy sta ples from last year. 

But in time, I get the string stretched

out and find that sure enough, ten or

twelve bulbs have shuf fled off this elec tri --

cal coil over the sum mer. With one quick,

ex pert flick of the wrist, I’m able to break

off the top of each bulb, leav ing shards of

wick edly sharp glass sur round ing a cheap

tin base, which has rusted firmly into the

socket. In only a few hours, I wres tle all

the jag ged nubs out, re place the bulbs, and

have a work ing string of lights.

All that’s left is a quick jaunt up the lad --

der and sev eral hours of dan gling over the

icy eaves in a howl ing wind, and - faster

than you can dial 911 and say “Come

quick, my Dad fell off the roof!” - the job is 

done. 

Then I just run warm water over my

hands till I can feel my fin ger tips, flick the

in door switch, and watch in joy and won --

der as ... noth ing hap pens, be cause

some where on that string of sev enty-four

lights, one of them isn’t work ing.

Even tu ally, I do man age to get the

house look ing suit ably fes tive, but the

point is, putt ing up the lights isn’t my fa --

vour ite part of the sea son. There has to be 

a better way.

So if you’re an in ven tor, for get the

better mouse trap. The ones on the mar ket 

right now work just fine. Get on that

Christ mas light pro ject. 

Not only will folks like me beat a path

to your door ... we’ll pave it.
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G
reetings child and youth care work ers!  

South ern Hemi sphere Sum mer has

now started (with rain for some)! Spare a

thought for those North Amer i cans who

re ceived a huge dump of snow last week. 

Glad we missed it!  Re mem ber those bag --

gage claim mo ments? Will it? Won’t it?

Fi nally, the last suit case!

Youth Work Fel low ship Jour ney Leader,

Janet Wakefield, wel comed me to In di a nap --

o lis and kindly took me for an in tro duc tory 

tour of the down town city.  I’d al ways won --

dered about the ‘In dian’ in In di a nap o lis, and

it isn’t re ally easy to find out who these ab --

orig i nal peo ples were.  A sign dis cov ered in

the gar dens at the Na tive Amer i can Mu --

seum along our canal walk helped iden tify

the ‘Mi ami’ – per haps more ac cu rately –

“Myaami’ as being those peo ple!

As a first-time vis i tor, it was in ter est ing

to see all the sculp ture that had been cre --

ated and mounted all around the city of

In di a nap o lis.  There were avant garde

sculp tures along with more tra di tional

pieces. Some were just confusing.

See whether you can ‘see’ the In di ana

State Bird in the sculp ture image below!  I

had to look from a whole lot of an gles be --

fore I could see any thing even close.

Re turn ing to the main thor ough fare

through the old city of In di a nap o lis, we

came across a gag gle of young girls who

were lined up all along the front of the In --

di ana Rep er tory Thea tre and for an other

block up the side of that venue.  When en --

quir ing what they were wait ing for, we
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learned that Blogger Tay lor Kniff had

tweeted, say ing he ‘may’ turn up at the

Thea tre, so they all turned up in an tic i pa --

tion.  Google this guy for a quick ge ri at ric

self-assessment!

This ex pe ri ence got me to think ing

about a West ern world that re volves

around young dig i tal na tives who fol low

bloggers, peo ple who write stuff and tweet 

short mes sages to their fol low ers.  Few

peo ple know who Tay lor Kniff is, but thou --

sands of young women were lined up in

In di a nap o lis hoping to see him!

I doubt if these young women had any

in ter est in the rep lica totem we dis cov --

ered at a stair well in the First Na tions

Mu seum.  This rep lica re placed one of

three orig i nal carv ings pre sented by Ab --

orig i nal Peo ples from West ern Can ada to

a pub lic event, and one ended up in

Indianapolis.

Around an other cor ner we en coun --

tered the sculp ture of a young Abra ham

Lin coln who had trav elled to In di ana from

Ken tucky be fore mov ing on to Il li nois and

what be came his route to the Pres i dency. 

Much has been said re cently about the

pow ers of the US Pres i dent to take ex ec u --
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tive ac tion in mat ters con cern ing im mi gra --

tion.  Many for get that Lin coln ex er cised

these same pow ers to free slaves around

the time of the US Civil War.

DLE Train ing with local Youth Work ers 

at the Peace Learn ing Cen ter was great

fun!
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Endnotes

EndNotes

“It takes a very long time to be come

young.” — Pablo Pi casso

“When you're young, you think ev ery thing 

you do is dis pos able. You move from now

to now, crum pling time up in your hands,

toss ing it away. You're your own speed ing

car. You think you can get rid of things,

and peo ple too—leave them be hind. You

don't yet know about the habit they have,

of com ing back.  Time in dreams is frozen. 

You can never get away from where

you've been.” 

— Mar ga ret Atwood, The Blind As sas sin

 “Pan, who and what art thou?" he cried

hus kily.  "I'm youth, I'm joy," Peter an -

swered at a ven ture, "I'm a lit tle bird that 

has bro ken out of the egg.” 

            —  J.M. Barrie, Peter Pan 

“Enjoy your youth.

You'll never be youn ger than

you are at this very mo ment.” 

                  —  Chad Sugg

“A young out cast will often feel that

there is some thing wrong with him self,

but as he gets older, grows more con fi -

dent in who he is, he will adapt, he will

begin to feel that there is some thing

wrong with ev ery one else.” 

                           —  Criss Jami  

“Our lives were just be gin ning, our fa vor -

ite mo ment was right now, our fa vor ite

songs were un writ ten.” 

    —  Rob Shef field, Love is a Mix Tape 

“I'd like to get away from earth awhile

And then come back to it and 

   begin over.

May no fate wil fully mis un der stand me

And half grant what I wish and snatch 

     me away

Not to re turn. Earth's the right place      

     for love:

I don't know where it's likely 

     to go better.” 

                —  Rob ert Frost, Birches 

“I'm fed up to the ears with old men

dream ing up wars for young men 

to die in.” 

                 — George S. McGovern
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“I may not have gone where I in tended

to go, but I think I have ended up where I 

needed to be.” 

              —  Douglas Adams, 

The Long Dark Tea-Time of the Soul 

“Never put off till to mor row what may

be done day after to mor row just as

well". 

                       — Mark Twain 

“You have brains in your head. You have

feet in your shoes. You can steer your self 

any di rec tion you choose. You're on your 

own. And you know what you know. And 

YOU are the one who'll de cide where to 

go...” 

     — Dr. Seuss, Oh, The Places You'll Go!

“For every min ute you are angry you

lose sixty sec onds of hap pi ness.” 

              — Ralph Waldo Em er son 

“When ever I feel the need to ex er cise, I

lie down until it goes away.” 

                     — Paul Terry 

“What a weary time those years were --

to have the de sire and the need to live

but not the abil ity.” 

— Charles Bukowski, Ham on Rye 

Young peo ple don't al ways do what

they're told, but if they can pull it off and

do some thing won der ful, some times they 

es cape pun ish ment. ” 

— Rick Riordan 

“Re mem ber, you can not be both young

and wise. Young peo ple who pre tend to

be wise to the ways of the world are

mostly just cyn ics. Cyn i cism mas quer -

ades as wis dom, but it is the far thest

thing from it. Be cause cyn ics don’t learn

any thing. Be cause cyn i cism is a self-im -

posed blind ness, a re jec tion of the world

be cause we are afraid it will hurt us or

dis ap point us. Cyn ics al ways say no. But

say ing “yes” be gins things. Say ing “yes” is

how things grow. Say ing “yes” leads to

knowl edge. “Yes” is for young peo ple. So

for as long as you have the strength to,

say “yes'.” 

— Ste phen Colbert

“What should young peo ple do with

their lives today? Many things, ob vi ously.

But the most dar ing thing is to cre ate

sta ble com mu ni ties in which the ter ri ble

dis ease of lone li ness can be cured.” 

— Kurt Vonnegut, Palm Sunday: An

Au to bio graph i cal Col lage 
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information Infor mation

Editors

Thom Garfat (Can ada)/

thom@cyc-net.org

Brian Gannon (South Af rica) 

brian@cyc-net.org

Correspondence

The Ed i tors wel come your input, 

com ment, re quests, etc.

Write to cyconline@cyc-net.org

Advertising

Only ad ver tis ing re lated to the pro fes -

sion, pro grams, courses, books,

con fer ences etc. will be ac cepted. 

Rates and spec i fi ca tions are listed over

the page, or email

advertising@cyc-net.org

CYC-On line is pub lished monthly by The CYC-Net Press. It is an e-jour nal and there fore

not avail able in printed form. How ever, read ers are wel come to print out pages or chap -

ters as de sired.

mailto:thom@cyc-net.org
mailto:brian@cyc-net.org
mailto:cyconline@cyc-net.org
mailto:advertising@cyc-net.org
http://cycnetpress.cyc-net.org
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