
Love, Liberty and Leadership    Chapter 5:    GIRLS TOO
A treatise on a youth antiviolence program for the 21st century

Our third prototype arose by invitation. A church summer camp had decided to make its offering for 
the summer more attractive to young people and had scheduled an “adventure camp” for 13 to 14-
year-olds. When 50+ young people signed up for it, the organizers realized that they didn’t have 
anyone in their group who knew how to run an adventure camp. One of them knew a man who had 
played a central role in our program, and so in short order we were invited. Here was a mixed group 
of boys and girls, more homogeneous than we’ve been used to, and, in addition, they had accepted 
two young people who were very disabled (mentally retarded, we later found out), who came through 
the Rainbow Program (by which they have their very own camp counsellor for a whole week.) This 
seemed like a formidable challenge, to assemble a group of people who could take on this assignment 
in short order. Half of them had to be women. Of course, we had no women who had any experience.

 
We chose to invite Sylvia, the woman whose 10 and later 11-year-old son 
had attended our program twice - to take the lead. Sylvia “knew the 
ropes” as well as anyone, and had been keen from the outset to start a 
girls program. We always wanted to do that anyway, and were happy to 
seize the opportunity, with almost 30 girls who would already been 
enrolled at our disposal.

To add in even a little bit of experience, I asked my wife, Nancy, to join 
in, as she had participated in everything but the programs themselves, 
and was very aware of each of the component parts. Finally I asked my 
daughter, Jennifer, who was 16 at the time, and who had been waiting 
with baited breath to participate, feeling that she had been unfairly 
excluded up until now, to join in on her way home from being a camp 
counsellor. I tried to get experienced men, for the most part, to run the 
boys side, so that I could devote my time making sure that the girls 
program had my full support. This worked quite well, right up to the 
Saturday Night Campfire Ceremony, but, as I have just related above, the 
boys were a bit self-conscious, looking over their shoulders, wondering 
what their year-in-year-out leaders would think, and, rather than jumping 

off the deep end, considering the first thing that came to mind, most of them spoke cautiously. It 
worked, but not quite as well as we would have liked – all things being equal. And this also defined 
our future work – to keep the space safe so that spontaneity was the rule – not the exception.

Just to make the challenge a little harder, instead of 2 1/2 days to run our program, we would only 
have a day and a half. It was all the time they could spare. Briefing the camp counsellors would have 
to be done in the one hour they had available. I’d expected to be able to have a detailed conversation 
with the camp organizers, but they were busy in the midst of camps that were already happening, and 
so they really had no time to meet with us. It became readily apparent that we would arrive, that we 
would have a very short time to orient them, and that the young people would be arriving within a few 
hours of our own arrival. I had an adequate amount of time, in advance, to get the women on board, 
and to make sure that the men could operate pretty autonomously. Nancy realized that she would 
have to train the female camp counselors, who were 18 and 19 year-olds. She did a write up which 
they would also be able to read overnight, but by then the program would already be in full swing.

                                                                                                                                                      41.



While the woman who had invited us was pretty aware of what we expected to do and was prepared 
to be flexible, the people who assisted her and the clergy who were part of the mix, knew nothing 
about our work, and we knew nothing about how they organized their summer camps. Finally, their 
counsellors, hadn’t been told we were coming. We were greeted with a general consternation, and 
many expectations that we could do this and we couldn’t do that. Most of the objections were that 
what we were proposing was simply different from what they had ever done – like allowing young 
people to camp out the very first night they were at camp – and while a Ropes Course had been built 
in the two weeks prior to our arrival, no one at the camp had the slightest idea what to do with it.

We got a lesson on how church camp organizers deal with the difficult problem of heterogenicity. They 
had, some time in the previous 40 years, determined that 13-year-olds  don’t get along with 14-year-
olds, and so they house them in different cabins, and involve them separately in their own programs.  
It’s like you won’t have a problem if “never the twain shall meet.” Our program depended on having 
as much heterodiversity as possible in terms of age and background, while their young people were 
not only in a very narrow age group, but most of them had been to the same camp before. They knew 
each other tolerably well -  and they knew the rules.  Everyone singing from the same song sheet can 
be a gamebreaker, but luckily we dodged that bullet. They were not about to change their segregation 
efforts, at least not easily, and I had to use all my negotiating skills to engineer some common ground. 
We compromised on a few things and they compromised on a few things, and at least we knew what 
we had to work with.  We were still in for a few surprises, as all of this was new to us.

From what I’ve already related, the reader knows that we try not to be hard-nosed to the young 
people who show up. We  had long since concluded that they have enough of that in everyday life – 
even if they sometimes  (or even often) deserve it. Well, at the summer camp, the youthful counsellors 
were trained and quite committed to being what I call “ kitty-bar-the-door” – to stop any quarreling the 
moment it broke out, to forbid teasing, or to put the kibosh to loud language the moment it occurred. 

We even found later that these young people knew from previous camps, that they had to specifically 
ask if they wanted to be “exuberant.”  They would be jumping up and down with excitement and 
approaching High Council with the urgent request “Permission to be excited?” We found that strange, 
but it is probably par for the course. It did bring us nose to nose with the camp counsellors the first 
night after they started to shut down any arguing that went on at the outset when the young campers 
were negotiating with each other as to what kind of shelter they would build for the night.

 The boys on one team were calling each other names, and threatening violence. This caused a schism 
on the team, and two factions started building their own shelter.  We had learned to live with such 
chaos. But the young counselors didn’t like this at all. They knew their instructions. Stop this at all costs. 
Our approach, on the other hand, was to tell the boys that they would be allowed to build only one 
shelter per team. So they had to find a way to work it out. Of course, that’s what we wanted -  
resilience in the face of adversity– with a touch of compassion. Youth don’t learn much about this from 
mindless adherence to the rules. One could equally say that they don’t learn much from mindlessly 
breaking the rules either. We want them to be conscious of what’s possible – and this can be done.

 We consider this a rich part of the program which allows the young people find a space for 
themselves, while the counsellors saw this as trouble in the offing -  something to be “nipped in the 
bud.” What we needed, to optimize learning, was the young people to be spontaneous; they, on the 
other hand, were quite intent on stamping out any spontaneity before it got out of hand. I have no 
reason to put down anything that anyone else does. I only bring this up so that anyone doing a 
program like ours, realizes that if an existing group has its own formal or informal regulations, these 



should be recognized and taken into consideration well in advance. I’m first to admit that what we do 
is different from what people expect. It’s not that it’s really radical, but rather that it’s creating an 
absolutely optimal situation for teenage maturation to occur. We had already decided to scrap our 
Templar scenario for this presentation, and we had made up a J.R. Tolkien-like27 scenario (which 
worked for them) in which the boys would be one tribe and the girls would be another, and each 
would spend their own time accumulating new skills, and then in the evening of the second day, they 
would blend together what each had learned. Since these young people were experienced campers at 
that camp, they were used to having rules and regulations so diffuse - that what we imposed was easy.

Among our staff, we had brought along two of the boys who had attended two of our programs. They 
were in the same age group as the church camp youth.  They were “actors”28 in the opening circle, 
and  let the campers know that they came as friends, to invite the campers to keep the Dark Knight 
from poisoning the lake where their camp was situated. The idea they put forward was to learn skills 
and gain treasure map icons which would defeat the Dark Knight, and to avoid dealing with him 
directly. That was perfect, as we had no one among us with any experience playing the Dark Knight.

Keep in mind that we had no experience with girls. The boys program 
got underway and aside from difficulty we had getting the counsellors 
to let the boys participate, even if they argued, and despite the fact that 
we had some time limitations, things were moving ahead very 
acceptably. But soon we found that girls, unlike boys, are prone to give 
up pursuing a physical challenge the if they don’t succeed at it right 
away. They’re not nearly as persistent, and amongst themselves, it is 
quite acceptable to quit. Our High Council found this a challenge, as 
the girls would return, reporting that only a minority of them had 
completed an event. Working together, we made up ways, on the spot, 
to send them back into the fray without making him feel badly that they 
hadn’t completed the task in the first place. After a while they became 
self-policing in this regard, but they continued to struggle to get 
themselves together into a team. Girls are (comparative) neophytes 
when it comes to teamwork.

We were lucky that we had, by now, considerable experience with 
Czikszentmihalyi’s seven conditions of optimizing learning.  It was 
always in the foreground - to keep things moving at all costs. We kept 
things moving as the oddities of this group sorted themselves out, as 
the young people began to enjoy more and more what they were 
doing, and became less and less self-conscious. The self-consciousness 
factor was so much in play that when we organized last event of the 
morning to be in the water in the swimming area of the camp beach, 
the young Rainbow Program girl, who, we discovered, was deathly 
afraid of water, jumped in without even a blink of her eye. This 
delighted her appointed counsellor, who said we had made her job 
redundant. So we gave her another job. Once in the swing of things, 
the young counsellors, who were closer in age to the campers than they were to any of us, highly 
endorsed what we were doing - once they could see how it worked. And that has generally been the 
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case – that while from the outside, people raise objections, because this is not what they’re used to, 
once they see how young people take to this like a duck to water, their objections melt away.

All of the early events, however, ran the upslope of the roller coaster, and they were usually effort-
laden (sort of like shoveling sand against the tide), and in this case, necessary to vet with the powers 
that be,  in order to secure approval. We hardly knew what to expect as the roller coaster reached its 
zenith at the start of the evening campfire. The camp organizers at this point tried to throw in some 
pieces of their own. 

Since we only had so much time and since we needed to maintain a Czikszentmihalyesque cadence 
which kept the campers’ attention, we fended off the suggestions. So it came down to Sylvia, as a kind 
of master of ceremonies, asking the girls if they had something to say about their experience. As we 
later found with other girls, they are much less forthcoming than boys,  at least at the beginning, and it 
would take us several prototypes figure out what to do about this. So the first question went over like a 
lead balloon. On to the second question. “Is there anything, that kind of acts like a burden to you, it 
will keep you from participating as fully as you could, and if you could leave it behind, would you?” 
We can now tell you, that what is needed here, is to locate thge odd somebody who is chomping at 
the bit to speak, and to let them speak. This more or less primes the pump. Once one person speaks 
like this, others often follow. We had four teams of girls, and the first one that we called up, had not 
one girl who wanted to speak. It was like pulling teeth – that never works.  When they were forced to 
say something, it was almost always manifestly dishonest – a complete digging in of their feet. As the 
first team sat down our hopes sunk that our “pièce de résistance” would work. We had a quick 
conversation to adjust things, making sure Sylvia knew enough to be patient and wait for the right 
speaker to come forward on her own.

Finally it happened. When it did, we found that the girls would have more to say about it than their 
male counterparts, that their response would be more emotion-laden, and that they were more open to 
enter into a conversation than the boys – who were happy to make a speech and leave it at that.

Participant: I want to leave my past here 
tonight. It stops me from seeing things that 
are real around me, because I  dwell on it.

Leader: So what do you want?

Participant: Acceptance! Yes, acceptance!

 Once the pump is primed, girls are very forthcoming, as you would expect. Once we got going, we 
brought the first team back, give them a second chance to speak, and they too were now quite 
forthcoming. While girls can be struggling with meanness like their boy counterparts, generally what 
they have to share are feelings of inadequacy, shame, or lack of confidence.



Participant: I say things I don’t really mean, and then I 
don’t get to go  places I want to go.

Leader: So, what do you want to be?

Participant: A different person. Myself, I guess!

One sour note, and in the midst of conducting special event like this one becomes sensitive to the 
nuances of what is happening, was that one young woman from the first team maintained that her 
“burden” was a fear of spiders, and Sylvia, just beginning at this, sensed the girl was “jerking her 
around”– and began to chase her. This is when I called for a pause, see if we could change course. 
When we came back to this young woman after the ball was rolling, she remained on the defensive, 
and continued to insist that “fear of spiders “ was her issue. There was nothing that could be done. 
We all felt sad about this, but one always has to learn. 

We had put plenty of time to debrief afterwards, as we had a day to ourselves, and we considered our 
first entering into creating a program with girls – challenging, but entirely successful. But wait! Because 
the time constrictions, we didn’t have the time to add in the treasure hunt which more or less completed 
our program, so we had arranged for the camp to hold it on a day later in the week, when some of us 
would come back and mentor them from the sidelines.

We were quite surprised when we returned after four days. Before we left, we had had a long 
conversation with the female clergy who had been assigned to the camp, and she loved our program. 
She was even prepared to recommend to the Bishop for widespread use in the church’s camps. But the 
camp organizers were another kettle of fish. They had a big bell that they rung every time they wanted 
the campers to do things like – get up in the morning – brush their teeth – come to lunch. Nothing 
wrong with that, but the smooth running of the camp depended on it. After our program, young 
people tended to pay less attention to the bell, and more attention on what they wanted to do next, 
and after each time they got together, like it had been in our program, they wanted to stop afterwards 
and debrief. The staff were not amused, and their displeasure was palpable.

Once again we were in a learning curve. It made it apparent that we really need to enroll anyone with 
whom we expect to interact – fully and completely – and to iron out any wrinkles, and to discuss our 
expectations of how they would respond to our work with them. Like the church camp organizers, we 
have had parents have a difficult time with the young people afterwards, mostly in the short run, when 
they sue for more independence and more of a say in the conduct of their lives. It is certainly true that 
they are less likely to be willingly herded around after the program.
           ________________________________________________________
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Our Understanding and Sophistication Notches Up

A Chapter on our movement to create a girls’ program is as good a place as 
any to talk about the ever-increasing sophistication of the model of positive 
youth development around which our program came to be centred.  After our 
first girls’ presentation in 2003, as usual, we went back to the drawing board to 
uplevel our design. We realized we needed to know a lot more about girls. 
Luckily by this time, the book Reviving Ophelia by Mary Pipher had been 
published. What we had learned about boys from Raising Cain was duplicated 
in this book about girls.  We learned what we had suspected – that girls were 
different from boys in terms of the dynamics of their adolescent years. Rather 
than being “their own person,” which they tend to be until adolescence, teenage 
girls sell out on their giftedness in order to be popular. And here we were trying 
to encourage them to take on new skills and adopt new values and strengths. 
Not very likely it seemed. But we had seen some light at the end of the tunnel.

The girls found it more than a little difficult to relate to 16 to 20 challenge events, each of which offers 
the opportunity for failure and subsequent resilience, grows natural “agency,” in agreement with the 
Leontiev model, while our High Council challenges and events were intended to move the youth to 

assume more and more value-driven responsibility for the 
outcome, again fitting the model. So we driving the model 
towards the emergence of autonomy on the part of young 
people, and we don’t want the young people to get stuck half 
way there - in conformity, impulsiveness or symbiosis.  getting 
to a commonly was not going to be as easy with girls–who 
seemed determined to get stuck at the level of conformity.

Discovery
Learning

This called for some 
extraordinary input, 
which is quite 
available to a 
program such as 

ours, and not always available in other situations of a young 
woman’s life.  First of all, since the sellout is in favor of 
attracting boys, we eventually had to realize that girls really 
did need their own space for growth.  We also realized that 
we were going to have to reengineer how we dealt with the 
challenge events so that girls would be able to use them to their advantage. Here we chose to look to 
the  early pioneering work of Kurt Lewin, who as early as 1947 proposed a model of hands-on 
discovery learning with its four necessary steps -  experimentation, observation, reflection and 
abstraction. If you miss a step you miss the learning.  To help girls, our decision was to strengthen each 
of the four parts of the discovery cycle.

Here I will add some research material that was surfacing  in 2003 and will return a few pages to 
apply this specifically to girls – who are both more emotional than boys and more resistant to change.



Autonomy Is A Hands-On Proposition

Lewin’s “experiments” here are our challenge events, some of which are formal, and many of which 
are informal, like asking the young people to build themselves a shelter the first night. There’s some 
imperative to get it right. So they try something on, they observe how it’s working, they step back and 
take a look at it, reflecting on their accomplishment, and if it has a workability at all, they abstract it 
(i.e.  make a mental model of it), largely by articulating it - and then move on to the next experiment. 
All of this happens, not because you tell them they are to make it happen, but because you set up the 
conditions by which it will happen naturally. But there is even another powerful element that goes into 
this, again an element which is only been talked about as yet in positive psychology and that is the  
enlistment of positive emotions.  As things move towards a highly sophisticated and extraordinary level 
(especially with girls) the road to a accomplishment becomes paved with the positive emotions of awe, 
reverence, gratitude – and one called “elevation.” Understanding this emotion is a 21st century work.

Positive Emotions Generate More Positive Emotions

 Now these are not emotions one can conjure up easily, but they arise very naturally in the milieu 
(environment) which we create here. It was awe that drew us in, in the first place, and whenever awe is 
in play, as it is when we see the magnificence arising in a young person - it tends to generate 
reverence when what we experience makes us feel expansive. From our experience we see that when 
this is engendered among the adult volunteers it just naturally moves the process forward. It did so in 
Prototype 3 when the young counselors gleefully begin to see things happen that they hadn’t seen 
before, and this caused the young people to cue off them, and to move even higher.

The other high emotion–“elevation” was described, for perhaps the first time, by Jonathan Haidt in 
2000-1. Haidt’s discussion of “elevation” is often initiated by reference to a 1771 letter written by US 
president Thomas Jefferson to a friend who had asked him for a list of books to acquire for his library. 
Jefferson, who knew books, suggested adding books of great (heroic) fiction and wrote the following:

“Everything is useful which contributes to fix us in the principles and practice of virtue. 
When any ... act of charity or of gratitude, for instance, is presented either to our sight 
or imagination, we are deeply impressed with its beauty and feel a strong desire in 
ourselves of doing charitable and grateful acts also. On the contrary when we see or 
read of any atrocious deed, we are disgusted with its deformity and conceive an 
abhorrence of vice. Now every emotion of this kind is an exercise of our virtuous 
dispositions; and dispositions of the mind, like limbs of the body, acquire strength by 
exercise. (Jefferson, 1771/1975, p.350).”

Jefferson goes on to say that the physical feelings and motivational effects caused by a good novel are 
as powerful as those caused by real episodes. Haidt, building in this, continues:
 
“Elevation is elicited by acts of virtue or moral beauty; it causes warm, 
open feelings ("dilation?") in the chest; and it motivates people to behave 
more virtuously themselves (to "covenant to copy the fair example"). 
Elevation therefore seems to fit easily into modern appraisal theories of 
emotion. Yet elevation, and some related positive moral emotions  (e.g., 
awe, gratitude, admiration), have received almost no attention from 
emotion researchers. I suggest that attention to such emotions is crucial for  
a full understanding of human morality, and I think that a major 
contribution of positive psychology will be to explore and publicize these 
positive moral emotions. To explain how elevation works, and why no 
modern researcher has studied it, I must first discuss the three dimensions 
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of social cognition: solidarity, hierarchy, and.... elevation. But to explain these three dimensions I must first 
take a detour to Flatland.

The Third Dimension of Social Cognition

Flatland is a mythical two-dimensional world created by Edwin Abbott, an English mathematician and 
novelist. The inhabitants of Flatland are two-dimensional geometric figures, including the protagonist 
of the novel, a square. One day the square is visited by someone from a 3-dimensional country called 
Spaceland. The visitor is a sphere, but when a sphere comes to Flatland, all that is visible is the 
transection of the sphere as it passes through the plane of Flatland -- in other words, a circle. The 
square is amazed by the way this circle is able to grow or shrink at will (by rising or sinking into the 
plane of Flatland), and even to disappear and reappear in a different place. The sphere tries to explain 
the concept of the third dimension to the two dimensional square, but the square is mystified. "What 
do you mean you are above me?" the square asks; "Are you to my North, South, East, or West?" "No", 
the sphere explains, "I'm above you."

The square's difficulty in understanding the third dimension of physical space illustrates the difficulty 
that I believe many Westerners have in understanding a third dimension of social space. Many social 
theorists have talked about two dimensions of social space. The first is a horizontal dimension of 
solidarity, referring to the fact that some people are closer to the self, others are farther, both in terms 
of affection and mutual obligation. The second dimension that is commonly talked about is a vertical 
dimension of hierarchy, power, or status. In classic social psychology, people were well aware of both of  
these dimensions. Roger Brown (1960) showed how forms of address vary along exactly these two 
dimensions, even in languages like English that don't have pronouns like tu vs. vous to mark them 
explicitly. These two dimensions appear to be universals of human social cognition. All cultures behave 
and feel differently towards kin and friends than they do towards strangers. Even among groups that 
despise hierarchy, such as egalitarian hunter-gatherer groups (Boehm, 1999) or American liberals 
(Lakoff, 1996), people perceive hierarchy, and their social interactions are strongly influenced (in 
culturally variable ways) by the relative standings of the interactants.

Yet there is a third dimension along which people can vary, which appears to be nearly as ubiquitous as 
solidarity and hierarchy. This third dimension might be called "purity versus pollution", or as will be 
explained shortly, "elevation versus degradation".                       ...

The Positive Half of the Third Dimension

If disgust is the emotional reaction that we feel when we see people move down on the third dimension, 
then is there a corresponding emotion we feel when we see people move up? I believe that there is. One 
of the basic themes of positive psychology is that psychology has focused too much on what is negative 
in human nature, and has often missed the brighter and more beautiful side. My own research on 
disgust illustrates this point. It was not until I had studied disgust for eight years that it even 
occurred to me to ask about the opposite of disgust, an emotion triggered by people 
behaving in a virtuous, pure, or super-human way. I have called this emotion 
"elevation" (Haidt, 2000) because seeing other people rise on the third dimension 
seems to make people feel higher on it themselves. Once I began looking for elevation I found 
it easily. I found that most people recognize descriptions of it, that the popular press and Oprah 
Winfrey talk about it (as being touched, moved, or inspired), and that research psychologists had 
almost nothing to say about it. Here are some of the things I have learned in my first three years of 
research on elevation.

The basic features of elevation

 To begin, my students and I did a simple recall study, asking college students to recall and write about 
times when they had been in one of four positive emotion-arousing situations. The prompt for 
elevation was to "think of a specific time when you saw a manifestation of humanity's 'higher' or 'better' 
nature." Control conditions included instructions to "think of a specific time when you were making 



good progress towards a goal," which is the appraisal condition described by Lazarus (1991) as the 
elicitor of happiness.

 In a second study we induced elevation in the lab by showing participants 10 
minute video clips, one of which was about the life of Mother Teresa. (Control  
conditions included an emotionally neutral but interesting documentary, and 
a comedy sequence from the television show "America's Funniest Home 
Videos"). In both studies we found that participants in the elevation 
conditions reported different patterns of physical feelings and motivations, 
when compared to participants in the happiness and other control conditions. 
Elevated participants were more likely to report physical feelings in their 
chests, especially warm, pleasant, or "tingling" feelings, and they were more 
likely to report wanting to help others, to become better people themselves, 
and to affiliate with others. 

In both studies happiness energized people to engage in private or self-
interested pursuits, while elevation seemed to open people up and turn 
their attention outwards, towards other people. Elevation therefore fits well 
with Fredrickson's"broaden and build" model of the positive emotions, in 
which positive emotions are said to motivate people to cultivate skills and relationships that will help 
them in the long run.29”

Suffice it to say that we are looking for 
incidents when “elevation” primes the 
pump for higher-level thinking and 
feeling much as Haidt describes it. Our 
model, as seen on the left, presupposes 
Leontiev’s positive growth model and 
adds in three factors which drives the 
model’s output to increasingly higher 
levels.  Through the magic of 
participatory theater30, the youth are 
participating in a story of heroism, and 
are “elevated” by the story itself, and, 
at best, by the ways that the members of 
High Council play their roles in the 
story. To the bullies in the group, such 

stories of heroics and what we can add 
to them as actors, are particularly fetching. Bullies are leaders-in-waiting, with all the attributes to 
assume leadership. But it’s not something they’ve thought about before, and suddenly they’re thinking 
about it. In our experience, as related in the INTRODUCTION, youth like 14 year-old Brent short circuit 
their bullying activity by about noon on Saturday, when they feel “elevated” to participate beyond 
their usual level – at the leadership level. Elevation occurs elsewhere as well; once the bullies step 
aside, the bullied kids, who would normally not raise a peep out of fear, feel the emotion of elevation 
as well. Knowing that this happens naturally (i.e without being orchestrated) in the circumstances, we 
can alert adult volunteers to the possibility. Since this is almost certainly news to them, we have 
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assumed that nothing short of demonstration of the phenomenon will do the job. Since we know that 
adults regularly feel inspired during the program, letting them know that these higher emotions, 
whenever they occur, are contributions to the program’s success, allow volunteers to relax into them. 

As I know more about this now that when I started, I will be building a segment into 
the volunteer training which will give them hands-on experience at what they would 
be experiencing again in short order. All it takes really is listing to Martin Luther 
King’s “I have a dream”31 or Winston Churchill’s “their finest hour” talk32.

Mirror Neurons as the Prime Actors of Adolescent Growth and Learning

In Chapter 1 as I was introducing our program, I made passing reference to Daniel Goleman’s interest 
in mirror neurons, first observed in macaque monkeys by Giacomo Rizzolatti,  in 1996 and 1999. Keep 
in mind that little was known, and nothing was written about mirror neurons in humans in 1999–2000. 
But since that time between 2000-6 some 300 scholarly articles appeared in the literature, with well-
known neuroscientist V.S. Ramachandran, saying:

“I predict that mirror neurons will do for psychology what DNA did for biology: they will 
provide a unifying framework and help explain a host of mental abilities that have 
hitherto remained mysterious and inaccessible to experiments.”33

 In a nutshell, neuroscientists are saying that with the help of mirror neurons, we humans learn fine 
motor skills rather easily, and rather quickly, a task measured in minutes and hours rather than days, 
months and years -  by watching another person demonstrate them. Ramachandran34 further holds that 
spoken language itself evolved through the appearance of 
the mirror neurons. But far beyond even language 
development, we now know that we can (and adolescents 
can) observe the behavior of another human being, record 
the behavior in our mirror neurons, and subsequently feel 
empathy. Beyond empathy, we can know the intentions, 
goals and even the hidden emotions of another person.

Phenomena (as reported by me above) of a 12-year-old boy attending a weekend program and 
coming home “his own (magnificent) person”– then elevating an audience 3,000 miles from home to 
the extent that members, on the turn of a dime, become intent on making this more universally 
available to their own teenagers, 43 boys coming to an adventure weekend, with 36 of them standing 
up spontaneously in front of the group, declaring with inexplicable articulateness – their intention to 
operate with compassion, 14-year-olds dropping their bullying like a hot potato to become 
cheerleaders for their teams – these and many other things that happened time and time again during 
our first four for prototypes (and beyond) – could, in 2000, only be seen in retrospect as 
misinterpretations of what actually happened - or miracles. 

31 http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mlkihaveadream.htm

32 http://www.saskschools.ca/curr_content/history20/unit3/finest.html

33 http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/ramachandran/ramachandran_p1.html

34 http://www.ted.com/talks/vs_ramachandran_the_neurons_that_shaped_civilization.html
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Do Miracles Happen?

Time has moved on – and neither were our original observations erroneous, nor are they inexplicable 
miracles. Understanding it all through the prism of mirror neurons, and realizing that we have been 
helped considerably to continually get better results by stumbling over and then adhering to a well-
tested optimizing set of conditions by Czikszentmihalyi, everything now makes total logical sense. We 
don’t need to be the teachers of these young people. Given the right conditions, they will teach 
themselves and each other. They’re not listening to us adults anyway – particularly when we are telling 
them how to do things. If we accurately provide them with the optimizing conditions, and do so with 
respect and care, they will predictably discover a deep human carrying for people quite different than 
themselves, and a freedom from knee-jerk violence bred of fear of what they don’t know – which they 
can take on the road. Not only can they take it with them, but it will continue to expand.

Are Mirror Neurons “Miracles” Waiting to Happen?

It is widely agreed these days that the developmental path for a young person who’s going to perform 
well throughout adolescence and into adult life, is to learn resilience. But resilience itself - the getting 
up off the ground when adversity has knocked you down, is only one half of the equation. The other 
half is compassion. Compassion is the product of empathy. And empathy must be learned. Thus, 
resilience researchers like Pfeiffer and others have turned to studying mirror neurons for help.

Additional neural circuits relevant to social behaviour

The capacity for empathy enables individuals to generate appropriate emotional responses in social 
contexts and might be related to social competence, which is a characteristic of resilient 
individuals35,36. Recent years have seen a surge of interest in the study of the so-called mirror neuron 
system, which comprises cortical neurons that fire similarly when an animal performs a task or 
observes another animal of the same species performing that task37. It is proposed that this system, 
acting in conjunction with limbic brain regions, has a central role in understanding others' emotions and 
intentions38. In humans, the vmPFC is activated both when people think about their own mental states 
and when they think about those of other people, and patients with lesions of this region have deficits 
in social emotions such as shame, guilt and empathy. Much future work is needed to understand 
possible links between the capacity for empathy, mirror neuron system function and resilience. 
Preliminary findings of greater activation in presumed mirror neuron and associated limbic areas 
during imitation of emotional faces in children with higher levels of empathy and interpersonal 
competence are promising39.
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35 Iarocci, G., Yager, J. & Elfers, T. What gene-environment interactions can tell us about social competence in typical 
and atypical populations. Brain Cogn. 65, 112–127 (2007).

36 Schulte-Ruther, M., Markowitsch, H. J., Fink, G. R. & Piefke, M. Mirror neuron and theory of mind mechanisms 
involved in face-to-face interactions: a functional magnetic resonance imaging approach to empathy. J. Cogn. 
Neurosci. 19, 1354–1372 (2007).

37 Rizzolatti, G. & Craighero, L. The mirror-neuron system. Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 27, 169–192 (2004).

38 ibid 24

39 Pfeifer, J. H., Iacoboni, M., Mazziotta, J. C. & Dapretto, M. Mirroring others' emotions relates to empathy and 
interpersonal competence in children. Neuroimage 39, 2076–2085 (2008).



MIrror Neurons and Girls

We are beginning to see research which suggests that mirror neurons in boys operate differently than 
mirror neurons in girls40, suggesting that language learning in girls calls on a greater degree of 
abstraction than the same learning in boys. Thereʼs that word “abstraction” - thatʼs essential to Lewinʼs 
model. With this in mind, we began to add elements to our program that paid more attention to the 
abstraction process when we had girls to work with. This included providing a “cooling off space,” for 
girls who were overwhelmed with emotion – to give him a chance to reach the stage of abstraction so 
they could move on. This worked well  In our most recent prototype in 2005, but thereʼs more work yet to 
be done on enhancing abstraction in girls. We hear from 14-year-old Amanda appearing at High Council 
at the 2005 girlsYoung Canadian Leadership Challenge – which pretty much seems like abstraction .

 
“We really need to start having patience with 
each other. We need to start having more 
respect for each other, and realizing, you 
know, that it is a game but, you know, itʼs 
something that weʼre really willing to follow by 
- so the patience, I think, is the biggest thing 
we need to have as a group.”

As this small group of girls began to move forward in leaps and bounds, it had much 
the same effect on the female volunteers and facilitators as the original boys group 
had on the caught-by-surprise men in various locations in North America who never  
suspected theyʼd be caught up in it. There is the over-the-top point where the process 
moves along quickly and it carries all participants along with it. You will recall that right 
after our first event, some of the men encountered considerable difficulties. Eventually 
we figured it out that they had been in over their heads, performing heroically, keying 
on the remarkable changes in the young people present. When their (heroic)
performance exceeded “the way they held themselves to be”, they broke down.

You will also recall that we were able to “head this off at the pass” by changing the training that we put the 
adult volunteers through - before the event. Like the men who gathered to do our original program, the 
women who gathered to do this program would have been better off to have spent more time with each 
other before the program, to talk about their expectations, and to do some of the events that the young 
people would be doing later. We did have some women who were on “overwhelm” by the time the 
program was over, and this made it difficult to deal with the most difficult step in the final process – the 
place where we are asking the participants to think of a strength that they currently lacked and that they 
intended to enculture in the near future. Despite their remarkable progress to this point, this was a very 
difficult step for them, and it coincided with the very time at the end that the adult staff were not at their 
best. This gives us a heads up on the steps that will be required to take this to the next level. Not only do 
the young people need a place where they can abstract what has happened, but the adults will also need 
to avail themselves of a “cooling off space” to abstract their own process. What we learned from the 
earlier boysʼ programs is something that we can apply, in a slightly different way, to subsequent ones.

Video List Chapter 5. A video which features our first girls program can be seen at: 
First girls program.mov A video which features our fourth and last girls program can be seen at CD 
#2 as: Girls 2005 Documentary.mov and the excerpt by Amanda can be seen at: Amanda.mo

40 Boys' And Girls' Brains Are Different: Gender Differences In Language Appear Biological
ScienceDaily (Mar. 5, 2008) http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/03/080303120346.html
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