
Love, Liberty and Leadership  Chapter 7:    THE FUTURE
A treatise on a youth antiviolence program for the 21st century

 More of the Same or Something Different?
 In the wake of the April 1999 shootings at 
Columbine high school in Colorado, there was a 
swift attempt at an imposition of “zero tolerance 
towards school violence53 54 55 56”– not only 
throughout the United States, but in Canada too. 
So, the plan to reduce violence in our schools 
was going to be to “nip it in the bud.” President 
Bill Clinton led the charge and soon there was a 
very cautious and hypervigilant approach in play. 
This would hardly have been a time for 
anyone to suggest that an antiviolence 
program could work on the basis of 
preventing it in the first place by creating 
resilient youth. Schools looked feverishly for 
the perfect anti-bullying program, and one 

appeared from Norway, promoted by  Dan 
Oleuss. Unfortunately, things were going wrong direction. The Norwegian “zero tolerance” plan failed. 
Students were being expelled from school and then took their problems to the streets. Soon it was 
beginning to be apparent that keeping these kids in school was the best way to reduce school violence. 
And as early as 2001 Joanna Wald was sounding the alarm bells with “The Failure of Zero Tolerance.” 

“Aug. 29, 2001 | As children return to school this month, they can expect to face some uninspired 
teachers, an occasional moment of lunchroom humiliation and onerous piles of homework. That they knew. 
What they also face, and may be unaware of, is suspension, banishment and encounters with the police, under 
new zero tolerance disciplinary policies with extraordinarily broad definitions of offensive or dangerous 
behavior. For example, students older than 13 who attend public school in Mississippi are now subject to the 
educational equivalent of a "three strikes" law. Passed by the Legislature last spring, this bill allows for the 
expulsion of a student deemed to have been "disruptive" in class three times over the course of a year. A state 
NAACP executive board member was quoted in a local newspaper as saying that her 17-year-old son, who 
had a cold, was kicked out of class after taking a tissue off his teacher's desk without permission. Under the 
new statute, that act could constitute strike one. "If this rule were in effect this year, he wouldn't be 
graduating," she said. "He'd be on strike seven." 57
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Among many other experts58 who shared the same assessment of this doomed policy, Russ Skiba and 
Reece Peterson wrote in The Dark Side of Zero Tolerance:Can Punishment Lead to Safe Schools?59

“ In short, effective interventions emphasize building positive prosocial behaviors rather than merely punishing 
inappropriate behaviors. Whether at the level of the school or at the level of the individual, effective intervention 
requires a wide spectrum of options that extend significantly beyond a narrow focus on punishment & exclusion.

There are doubtless those with little patience for the complex and careful planning that such a program demands, 
those who prefer the quick fix that zero tolerance purports to be. But the problems that have brought us to the 
current precarious situation in our nation's schools are highly complex and will not abide simplistic solutions. 
Zero tolerance strategies have begun to turn our schools into supplemental law enforcement agencies, but they 
have demonstrated little return despite a decade of hype. In contrast, long-term, comprehensive planning and 
prevention can build safe and responsive schools over time by emphasizing what American education has 
always done best: teaching.”

Zero-tolerance had a short and undistinguished popularity. The sound of the alarm was correct, but the 
lever of correction was pushed in exactly the wrong direction. Soon those who wanted to reduce youth 
violence were looking to other means. This was when the term positive youth development programs60 
became a hot item. These programs (ours included) are not about directly reducing violence; rather they 
are about developing maturational assets in youth which make violence unnecessary. In 2004-5 we were 
introduced to the work of a researcher at the University of Illinois, Reed W. Larson, who published a very 
inspiring article which encouraged anyone who was producing a positive youth development program.

I encourage you as an interested party to read the full 11-page text of Toward a Psychology of Positive 
Youth Development61, ( itʼs readily available online – see the footnote below) which is replete with 
encouragement, suggesting that innovative efforts in this direction are well-placed and well rewarded.  I 
have included Larsonʼs own summary below and will then go on to excerpt his most interesting findings...

This article analyzes the development of initiative as an exemplar of 
one of many learning experiences that should be studied as part of 
positive youth development. The capacity for initiative is essential 
for adults in our society and will become more important in the 2lst 
century, yet adolescents" have few opportunities to learn it. Their 
typical experiences during schoolwork and unstructured leisure do 
not reflect conditions for learning initiative. The context best suited to 
the development of initiative appears to be that of structured 
voluntary activities, such as sports, arts, and participation in 
organizations, in which youths experience the rare combination of 
intrinsic motivation in combination with deep attention. An 
incomplete body of out- come research suggests that such activities 
are associated with positive development, but the developmental 
processes involved are only beginning to be understood. One 
promising approach has recorded language use and has found that 
adolescents participating in effective organizations acquire a new operating language that appears 
to correspond to the development of initiative. (bold face emphasis is mine)

58 These are fully documented elsewhere in my manual collection of articles on youth violence
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I hadnʼt read Reed Larsonʼs article since 2004 - when, on first reading, it blew my socks off. At the time, I 
felt like a pioneer, fighting my way through the dense forest, with some vague goal in mind, with nothing 
pointing to whether this goal was valid or not. Granted, I knew, by this time, the results of our program 
were good, but I really didnʼt have any sense that anyone in the field was really interested. No one was 
beating a path to my door – but how could they have? Even though we had a website, nobody really 
knew that we were there. Suddenly there was Reed Larson, and he was looking for exactly what we had 
created. I must admit that I dashed off an e-mail to him -  but I never received a reply.  

So here I was again, in 2010, in midst of writing, rereading Larsenʼs material, and seeing, once again, as 
youʼll see if you read it, that our program is a perfect fit with the kind of extracurricular activity that he sees 
as capable of creating the impetus for initiative in young people. Larson is big on initiative.  He says:

“Initiative in a Western Cultural Context
Given the renewed ideology of enterprise capitalism in U.S. and Western society, the 
importance of initiative hardly needs selling. The economic, social, and political 
order of our society presupposes an individual who is capable of autonomous 
action. Furthermore, we are moving into a new millennium in which changes in the 
occupational, interpersonal,  political, and moral realms will demand new reserves of 
adaptation and creativity. In the last 50 years, we have already seen the wage value of 
rote, repetitive, and manual labor fall, as much of this labor is replaced by machines, 
and daily behavior, it appears, is less shaped by shared normative habits and goals 
than in the past. In the emerging heterogeneous global society where job demands 
and basic life course and life-style decisions are not preconfigured, adolescents will 
need to acquire the motivation and skills to create order, meaning, and action out of a 
field of ill-structured choices. Individuals will need the capacity to exert cumulative 
effort over time to reinvent themselves, reshape their environments, and engage in 

other planful undertakings. A generation of bored and challenge-avoidant young adults is not going to be 
prepared to deal with the mounting complexity of life and take on the emerging challenges of the 21st century.

Yet although the capacity for initiative is a presupposition of adult membership in our society, it is by no means a 
guaranteed result of our childhood and adolescence. In fact, it has been argued that the route to becoming an 
autonomous, agentic adult in our culture is problematic. The anthropologist Ruth Benedict (1938) observed that 
many traditional societies provide a progressive set of steps that socialize youth into the roles and 
responsibilities of adulthood, whereas in Western society there is marked discontinuity between what we expect 
of children and what we expect of adults, especially with regard to initiative.” 62

Lest the reader think that I have totally gone off course ( the violence prevention course) and am now on 
a tangent, itʼs perfectly clear to me as it is to Larson, that the young person without initiative is prone to 
meet frustration on the path, and is prone to meet it with some form of violence. For this reason, Larsonʼs 
concern about initiative – its presence and its absence – is my concern too. Larsen sees unique 
possibilities for initiative resting in extracurricular activities,  chosen by the youth – not in school ( where 
concentration is high but intrinsic motivation is low) – and not in the time that the young person spends in 
staking out friendships and romantic interests ( intrinsic motivation is high but concentration is low.) 
Extracurricular activities (like ours -  where both intrinsic motivation and concentration are high) seem to 
have all the right conditions for initiative to arise spontaneously - and indeed Larson reports...
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(The sought after ) effects can, in fact, be much larger for specific structured youth activities, as is 
demonstrated by research evaluating adventure programs, such as Outward Bound. Adventure programs are 
not the prototypic structured youth activity; they involve experiences of intense mental, physical, and 
interpersonal challenge in a wilderness setting, typically for a period of two to four weeks. They are, 
however, structured and voluntary. What is more, they easily lend themselves to rigorous pre-post 
evaluation.  ...

Aggregating findings for 40 different types of outcome variables, they found a mean effect size of .34 across 
all samples and .26 for the adolescent samples. In a similar, although less comprehensive meta-analysis, 
Cason and Gillis  found a mean effect size of .31 for adolescents. The strongest effect sizes in Hattie & 
Associates' meta-analysis were for variables dealing with self-control, such as independence (.47), self-
efficacy (.31), assertiveness (.42), internal locus of control (.30), and decision making (.47)--variables that 
relate to my construct of initiative. The most striking finding of their meta- analysis was that, unlike in 
most program evaluations, effect sizes increased rather than diminished in the 25 months following 
participation in the program. This suggests that participants may have acquired some new quality, such as 
initiative, that is generative of additional, postprogram positive growth.

This research on adventure programs is clearly the most compelling body of evidence that structured 
voluntary activities can have powerful, sustainable, positive effects on development, including what looks 
like development of initiative. But the differences in effect sizes between this and other youth activities also 
highlights how little we really know about what actually accounts for these changes. Several authors have 
lamented the absence of theory in this research and the lack of attention to process. Most of this outcome 
research does not allow us to conceptualize or discriminate what processes or experiences create positive 
development in some activities but not in others.”63

 
So there you have it!  As you have been reading in Chapters 1-5, it is not too big a jump to see that what 
I  have been describing, (much like the studies reported on by Larson), are increases in independence, 
self efficacy, assertiveness, internal locus of control, and decision-making. Much like these studies 
show as well, reports of the positive effects of such programs increasing in the 25 months following is 
consistent with our experience. This contrasts with the known results of approaches attempting to foment 
change from the outside – the results of which usually are extinguished as soon as the pressure is let up.

 If that werenʼt enough, Larsonʼs interest in the work of linguist, Shirley Heath, which suggests that there 
is an “language of agency” which develops very quickly in young people who participate in such 
programs, is also consistent with our observation, which has often astonished outsiders, that youth who 
have participated are considerably more articulate than they were before they began. We had no reason 
to focus on this – it was a surprise to us as well – but now we begin to see its significance. Larson 
reports on four particular linguistic developments he would like to associate with initiative. They are...

“ .... a dramatic increase in the use of conditionals, statements taking the form "If A, B & C, then X, Y & Z." These 
statements often laid out hypothetical scenarios for discussion and analysis. "Let's imagine that. . . then what?
Scenarios typically situated	
the individual or group as actors. They dealt with likely outcomes that might ensue from 
different courses of action. "If we spend our budget on set design, how much money will we have left for costumes?" 
Or they dealt with types of actions that might be required should certain situations arise. Along with more frequent 
conditionals, new participants increased their use of modals, such as "should," "could," and "would." "Could we do 
so and so? Would it work out?" Heath observed a dramatic increase in probabilistic thinking. Their language 
reflected a weighing of hypothetical possible actions against realistic likelihoods that those actions would have 
desired versus undesired consequences. They were developing the language skills of contingency thinking.

63Larson RW: American Psychologist; January 2000; Volume 55 No. 1. 176 



Next, new participants increased their use of strategies for getting clarification from others. In discussion with 
each other, or with outside people with whom they were engaged, they more often sought to sharpen their 
understanding of conditionals: "You mean if I do X, then... ?" This reflects increased value placed on precise 
knowledge of consequences. For example, "If we rent the band shell, will the city give us access to electric jacks 
and bath- rooms?" Contingency thinking requires accurate information about likely outcomes of actions.

Finally, Heath found that new participants expanded their use of varied genres and voices in their speech. They 
more frequently shifted registers in their statements, including adapting the perspective and language of board 
members, business leaders, reporters, and other adult worlds with which they interacted. Depending on the 
situation, they might use legalese, a care-giving register, or problem-solving language. In short, they became 
more able to play a variety of roles and take multiple perspectives. Heath reported that, when adapting the 
role of someone else, even shy youth showed an assertive confidence not evident when speaking as 
themselves.

What unites all four of these changes is the representation of thought and action in a world of contingencies and 
possibilities. These teens had learned to think of the world as similar to a chess board in play. They learned to 
perceive the array of strategic options and to estimate probable consequences associated with these options. In 
other terms, they had developed what I (Larson) would call an operating language for initiative, with tools for 
anticipating, planning, adapting to others, monitoring progress, and adjusting behavior over time to achieve a 
goal. For most of the groups Heath studied, this language was learned in group contexts, reflecting the injunction 
from that the development of agency in these contexts often involves collective participation.”64

The Development of Mastery

 mastery [ˈmɑːstərɪ]
n pl -teries
1. full command or understanding of a subject
2. outstanding skill; expertise
3. the power of command; control
4. victory or superiority
Collins English Dictionary – Complete and Unabridged © HarperCollins Publishers 1991, 1994, 1998, 
2000, 2003

I could make a case for leaving things as they are, as they are already a move in the right direction, but I 
realize too that we were always doing things on a shoestring, and that there were things we would have 
liked to have done if we had more people involved, more time to do it in, and more financial resources. 
This is not to suggest a spending spree, but it is good time to take inventory and to decide how to 
optimize oneʼs resources. So one of the things we could talk about here is the notion of “mastery.”

 I was introduced to mastery several years ago and I went to a program for psychotherapists called 
The Mastery of Psychotherapy. The people who attended were from the broadest range of 
therapeutic schools, so it was apparent that the program wasnʼt about one of the schools being the  
best. Rather it was about using what you already have in a “masterful” way. 

The leader explained to us that every psychotherapist has a list of presuppositions about whatʼs 
possible, and these are largely unexamined and even unconscious – and that they function as 
limitations of our results. He then proceeded to lay out the one presupposition that we would all 
have in common, and that was the notion we each held of how much time we needed to get a 
result. Of course the length of time differed for each one of us. It is commonly held, that the time 
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allotted to a psychotherapy session is the “50 minute 
hour”, but this is a “convention” rather than a 
presupposition. So, to confront our presuppositions 
around time, seeing as we had 10 days to work with, 
we would do a session of therapy every two days, and 
each time the amount of time allotted would be cut in 
half. So, we did one hour sessions, then we did half 
hour sessions, and then 15 minute sessions, then we 
did 7 1/2 minute sessions, and then four minute 
sessions, and finally we did two minute sessions. When 
it came to the two-minute session, I found, and many 
others did too, that it was quite possible to operate 
within these constraints and to get a good result. In fact, 
I got a stupendous result and I had 30 seconds left over. So removing the drag effect of oneʼs 
presupposition(s) leads to mastery. I  am confident that this is what happens for the young people  
who come to our program, and I see the potential for this inspiring adults to be masterful as well.

 We have inched down the road so far, and now perhaps we can go full tilt.

I am hoping that you can  see, at this juncture that mastery is what is happening with young people come 
to our program. Even in the first weekend they attend, they uncharacteristically master the conditions 
which are laid down for them. After the program, they seem to be more than able to expand these skills, 
and  begin to master whatever the conditions are that may be limiting them.( as in the way described on 
page by which Sean (see p. 77-8) mastered the conditions of being bullied about 3 weeks after the 
program, which put an end to his manipulating his dad to stay home from school. So, making use of oneʼs 
mirror neurons, the milieu of the Young Canadian Leadership Challenge is already sufficient to stimulate 
mastery in the young participants – and to inspire it in the volunteer leaders who gather for the event.

We were never able to fully develop this in the past. It was even difficult to get people who were 
volunteering to come out for an evening in the week of the program.  Volunteers call their own shots these 
days. Most of the time he had to be content with spending a couple of hours with the volunteers on the 
Friday night before the young people arrived. This created some limitations, some of which we were able 
to leapfrog over. But we also have the option of making volunteering into a course in mastery for adults.

In Chapter 5, I laid out  what is known about the promotion of strengths and 
values from what has been written ( particularly by Seligman and Haidt) in the 
last few years. If you add that to what we now know about mirror neurons, you 
will see that there is a rich opportunity for advancing the agenda of the adult 
volunteers at the same time as providing a medium for the youthʼs emergence 
of the strengths and the capacity for moral reasoning. I see another opportunity 
here for the Medici Effect 65to weave its magic. We have two domains, one 
being the research findings of Jonathan Haidt on the emergence a deeper 
understanding of elevation, awe, gratitude, and transcendence, and the other 
being that we, in a quite separate domain know about learning styles in adult 
life, and how they to show up as the emergence of strengths and values which 
arenʼt accessible until one sees them clearly and encourages them.

Iʼm sure thereʼs a powerful intersection between these two domains which can be exploited by blending 
the expertise of each with the other. The expertise to bring to the table each of the contributions to the 
intersect is already available, and itʼs just a matter of going about it–which should not be too difficult at all.

65 http://www.amazon.ca/Medici-Effect-Breakthrough-Insights-Intersection/dp/1591391865



Quantifying/Measuring Resilience

It has always been a consuming interest to us to be able to measure the results weʼre getting. The truth 
however, is that there is, as yet, no highly reliable instrument of measurement - for younger people, at 
least.  Even my recent review of the available instruments, and specifically the Healthy Kids Survey (HKS) 
and one of its modules the resilience and youth development module (RYDM) suggested that the results 
so far using these instruments leaves much to be desired66. When we were unable to find a satisfactory 
measurement instrument in 2004, I decided to  strike up a conversation with arguably the worldʼs expert 
in adult resilience, Dr. Paul Stoltz.

Stoltz was regularly providing training for various ministries of the 
Government of Canada at the time, and I knew his Canadian associate. 
After one of his trainings, which I attended, and which thoroughly impressed 
me, I sat down with Stoltz and we talked about collaborating in the future. 
The nature of this collaboration was to be determined, but first and 
foremost, I was interested in whether he had a measuring instrument which 
would be useful for our purposes. Stoltz works with adults. His instrument 
has been validated several times over in adult populations, and Stoltz  and 
his colleagues use it regularly in collaborative work he does at 14 
universities around the world. His measuring instrument had been validated  
as a youth version, but he had not had reason to populate this study with a 
control population. To see whether it would meet our purposes, we gave the 
questionnaire to a fairly large segment of youth who had recently attended a 
program, and with another group who had attended our program some 

years before. Again, our results have no 
controls against which to compare, but the mini-survey that we did 
indicated that our participants, both those who were a few months 
out, and those who were a few years out, were functioning at the 
resiliency level of most adults. That doesnʼt mean that they were 
functioning at  advanced levels an adult could reach either spontaneously 
or with training, but it seems that they were functioning well beyond 
expectations.

As might be expected, Stoltz was not going to be happy with the use of his 
measurement questionnaire until he populated it with controls, and although 
his collaboration would have allowed us to measure our participants at no 
cost, the cost of setting this up with controls was,  according to Stoltzʼ 
opinion–about $6,000. I have to say that I think this would be a very 
reasonable expenditure – but itʼs also something that we would have to run 
by Dr. Stoltz again, if we wanted to down this road.

My conversation with Stoltz was about the time that the current Conservative government was elected in 
Canada on a platform that included creating a national youth antiviolence program. Since Stoltz was 
already working of the federal government, he was asked if he could create such a program. It wasnʼt 
clear why he turned down the opportunity, but I can tell you that the way he went about it within an adult 
population was quite clearly successful, but that his approach would not have been adaptable to a 
youthful audience. As his organization, Peak Learning67, is involved in a great deal of research around the 
world, he would have known about the difficulties of getting such program up and running. However, he 
was definitely interested in our program, and when we came to present it to the Deputy Commissioner of 
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the RCMP, Stoltz came on the speakerphone from his home in California, and made a strong case for 
the RCMP using our program. Unfortunately, while the mandate for creating a national youth antiviolence 
program had been given to the RCMP, everything  that concerned planning for a new projects went on 
hold when Commissioner Zaccardelli was forced to resign.  This holding position is still in place.

I also learned through Stoltzʼ Canadian associate that heʼd been approached by the government of China 
to design a youth resilience program for them. Clearly, governments are seeing the value of providing the 
vehicle for emerging resilience, and I was informed that the Chinese government had put aside $2 billion 
for this project. I donʼt know if Stoltz is interested, and it is hard to say how far our collaboration might 
extend, but I could easily see a minimally adapted version of Young Canadian Leadership Challenge 
meeting the needs of Chinese youth. This might well be something to pursue in the future.

 Getting the Police Involved

I decided to approach the RCMP because 
we knew that they held the mandate for a 
Canadian national youth antiviolence 
program, and this brings us to the matter of 
youth-at-risk. Generally speaking youth-at-
risk are young people who have already 
come in conflict with the law, but the 
definition could be extended to people who 
have come into conflict with school officials 
and who have been suspended on this 
account. Itʼs widely known that a young 
person, once they have come into conflict 
with these two institutions, is going to 
become a major drag on the public purse. 
Estimates are that during their youth alone 
they will cost the public purse about 
$77,000, and this does not take into 

consideration what cost they run up after they become adults. It becomes very important to see what can 
be done for these youth.

When we met with the Deputy Commissioner of the RCMP, he brought along his copy of the 1995 
Sherman Report - the American Attorney Generalʼs report on available resources to deal with youth 
violence. Frankly, this report, prepared long before there was such a thing as a positive youth 
development program, is very pessimistic about the results can be expected, and one thing is very clear 
and very accurate - that programs in which all the participants are youth-at-risk are the worst use of 
resources. Youth-at-risk play off each other, and each tends to be worse for their experience. 
Nevertheless, funding agencies continue to allot money that has to be spent only on youth-at-risk, and so, 
despite all the research which warns against it, segregated youth-at-risk programs continue to exist.

Health Canada, speaking about developing group capacity among youth-at-risk say “The community 
development group is enriched by having a broad mix of youth and adults, not all of whom are 
from the target population.”68 But what is held as the ideal is not yet reflected in actual practice.

Harking back to the time when we first attended a weekend program in Vancouver, when I met a young 
man who was fresh out of prison, and who was deeply moved by the program, Iʼve always been able to 
see a way to fold  at-risk kids into our program. If we follow the absolute dictum that at-risk kids play off 
each other in the worst way, we could assign one of these young people to each team, and they would 

68 Health Canada website http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hc-ps/pubs/adp-apd/meeting-repondre/index-eng.php#a2



hardly ever meet other youth-at-risk in the process. We have had some very difficult young people come 
to our program, and while they seem to leave their antisocial bias aside fairly early in the process, we see 
the value in having police officers as part of staff – not openly identified as such, but personnel who could 
be helpful in case trouble erupted. This would also, as the officers introduced themselves as officers after 
the program, provide the police have a new venue for improving their relations with young people.

Iʼm not suggesting that the simple attendance at one program, over one 
weekend, is all that a youth-at-risk person needs, but I certainly believe it 
would be an important start. This will bring me to the subject of a follow-up 
program – which we took a stab at in 2000–in which we nibbled that in 2005 -  
going out to the girls schools and mentoring them while they made a video of 
our program. But before discussing a follow-up program, I could see a police 
presence as a fairly easy addition to our program, as long as the police were 
interested. I spoke to the people at the Youth Justice division of the Justice 
Department, and they told me that there were already several instances of 
police officers taking is at-risk youth off for weekends, and that there have 
been documented successes–sufficient to whet their interest. In Canada, 
funding is available for joint programs between police departments at all levels 
and community groups to pursue such an agenda.

I would like to speak a bit more about the RCMPʼs response to our invitation to look at our program. While  
overture to them was well met at the time, the Deputy Commissioner was also with a pretty revealing to 
us of the barriers that would have to be crossed to create a collaboration with his officers. Itʼs good to 
understand here that outside of Ontario and Québec, the RCMP are the police force. They are it. Thereʼs 
nobody else. So, they try to make themselves available to meet community needs, and often when a 
community is in some difficulty in which they could intervene, they are asked to do so. This presents a 
difficulty which we wouldnʼt have known about if we hadnʼt been told. It is their experience that once they 
are asked by community to help them out, that the community tends to slacken off on its own efforts to 
deal with the problem. It then becomes hard for the RCMP to pull out and they often feel stuck. I came 
away feeling that if the RCMPʼs role was not to be responsible for the whole program, but to be a 
participant on the staff of the various programs, that they would be better prepared to participate.

I consider the Young Canadian Leadership Challenge still a candidate for being Canadaʼs national youth 
antiviolence program – whenever that becomes a part of the national agenda again.  Beyond this, if just 
one member from each team was a youth-at-risk who attended voluntarily, our experience has been 
positive with almost every angry kid who attended – with very few exceptions. This means that one could 
justify funding of such a program, when it was ready to accommodate youth-at-risk - based on a 3 out of 4 
success rate - and the taking of $77,000 off the public expense table for each successful attendance.

It is absolutely essential for these youth-at-risk that the 
majority of the youth are normal everyday kids you see in your 
neighborhood. At-risks need to be around kids who have their 
head above the water, and almost no opportunity for this exists 
at present. When I heard that the local Board of Education had 
been granted some extra funding for their use of this program, 
I went to see the program supervisor. I told him, point-blank, 
that our program needed to mix normal youth with any youth-
at-risk who would be involved – and he looked at me blankly 
and asked “Can you adapt it for only youth-at-risk?” No I canʼt, 
Iʼm afraid. Our program is a positive youth development 
program, not a therapeutic program. Even youth-at-risk are 
going through teenage development, and when itʼs on their 
plate they eat it like it was going out of style.
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 Cultures in Conflict
 Cultures in Concert

In the Introduction I told you the story of the 11-year-old boy 
whose caring and courage brought his teammate to the 
championship of the Jousting Challenge–and brought him a 
big win. But the bigger part of the story to me was that a 
year later he was unable to remember that three of his 
team members had been black - and also from 
deepest Africa (Rwanda.) In Canada, our 
multiculturalism policy encourages emigrants to 
band together in enclaves. This keeps them 
separate from other cultures. The separateness 
is no more evident than in the school system–
where these kids virtually do not speak to kids 
from other cultures.  And each culture is scared to death of the other. I think we were a little naïve, not 
really knowing the degree to which this was manifest, and so we were surprised when we put kids 
together on teams, and then found that one part of the team wouldnʼt even talk to another part. The 
interesting thing, however, is that the young people found a way around it, at one point just started talking 
and it was as if thereʼd never been in a separation.

It is not that we want to create a melting pot. Thereʼs no need for that to happen. But we do want to create 
the opportunity for young people to look across and see that the person across from is a human being, 
and not all that different from themselves. Certainly, at the end of the weekend, they may still prefer to be 
with people who are more like them, the tendency for them is to go wholeheartedly the other way and 
take kids of other cultures and other ages into their confidence.

This is all brought up out or about the challenge events which cannot be performed individually. Our 
predecessors in the British Army of World War II expunged any events that could be performed by an 
individual. We donʼt need to say anything about this. Itʼs good that they discover it on their own, and then 
itʼs not as if thereʼs a rule that you canʼt try to solve the puzzle on your own. But you find you canʼt do it, 
then start looking around, at the other  people on your team. Well, why not? Why not do it together?

Once we saw how this worked, this became a wonderful challenge  in its own right. Just like we made 
sure that we had kids from both ends of the age spectrum–10-year-olds on the same team as 19-year-
olds – we make sure that we  mixed kids from vastly different cultures. Some of these cultural 
mismatches occurred at all by themselves and when adults brought their friendsʼ kids from France who 
only spoke a few words of English – and to where quite frightened to come – only to find  back in two and 
a half days  they had almost mastered the English language. Surprise surprise!

Follow-up Programs
Iʼve said a number of times that we were operating on a 
shoestring. For this reason weʼve never really in a position to 
create an ongoing follow-up program, but weʼve always 
wished this was the case. We had to learn the very first time 
that we invited youth to come back and spend more time with 
us, that whatever happened to them in the program, they 
were not little adults; they were kids.

You canʼt just expect them to go out in the world and make 
the best of whatever comes up–at least not right away. 
Frankly, these kids are somewhat full of themselves after the 

program, and this may put them in conflict even with their own parents. We can warn the parents, and we 



can work with the parents. But we also see that these young people have not been trained to resolve 
things with their parents and teachers. They have to make it up, and they will certainly be “clunky” at the 
beginning. I personally feel that the follow-up should be done by somebody who is intimately involved in 
the program, because, whatever advantages have been created for the young person, these are what 
should be exploited in follow-up programs. 

What is a follow-up program? Itʼs certainly not a matter of doing more Ropes Course events. Even if they 
return to a second level program, which we have proven to ourselves to be a good thing, they have to be 
given different things to do.

Weʼre inclined to think that these youths should decide themselves 
what they want to do together. For one thing, we continue to feel, after 
running joint boys and girls programs and running programs that were 
single gender, that the boys need space to have their own program, 
and the girls need space to have their own program too. They do not 
go about things in exactly the same way, and theyʼre distracted with 
the other sex is in the in the environment. We have tried to run joint 
programs, and theyʼre not horrible, but they do leave something to be 
desired. Itʼs just like watering down the Scouts program by including 
girls. Schools are now segregating math classes so that boys can have 
their own classes. But in the follow-up programs, particularly after a 

second level program, it is just natural that the girls and boys will want to do things together.

For all these reasons, I would advise any group of people who are thinking 
of mounting our program, to consider a followup program is a part of the 
package. Nor do I think it can be informal, as, in the same way as we 
trained people to facilitate our program, we always have people who can 
respond to the situation with a deep understanding of program, and how it 
can be reshaped to meet the needs of whatever occurs, in the moment. 
This is different than creating a laissez-faire atmosphere where volunteers 
can decide to intervene as they see fit - distinct from  - as we see fit. Weʼre 
using the program itself and the understanding of the dynamics which are 
unfolding, when we create a turn in the road which, nevertheless remains 
fully consistent with the program–it might just have a spontaneous flair to it.
 
Facilitator Training

Throughout the book Iʼve alluded to the fact, without being specific, that there were well-trained leaders, 
and that there were volunteers. Because itʼs necessary to keep the program true to its design, and 
because the best of plans need changing at times, this program relies on a small group of highly trained 
in formed, mature leaders–who do their best to lead from the rear, and not make themselves overly 
conspicuous. They do what needs to get done and their role is critical.  They can be young people.

To keep our program running, we need one adult for every two young people. Most of the tasks involve 
being directly with the young people for long periods. Some tasks are behind the scenes as well–like 
cooking meals. Thereʼs no need to go into detail here because itʼs well laid out in our Operations 
Manual, just as our training facilitators is well laid out in our Facilitator Training Manual. In the past, we 
started facilitators off on a didactic online course–punctuated by personal reports which were submitted, 
make sure that they were grasping the essence of the training. But the real training is hands-on. Those of 
us who knew what we were doing, mentored those who didnʼt know what they were doing. We took those 
who were interested under our wings, and at the first available opportunity set them off to fly on their own.
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The volunteers commitment is to show up.69 We may hold an evening for them on the way to the event, 
but their training all occurs in the two hours before the young people show up. Volunteers sometimes help  
with setup and takedown. The real responsibility, when the rubber meets the road rests with the 
facilitators. They canʼt be everywhere at once, and yet they need to be. We have settled on minimum 
number of four facilitators or three facilitators and Director of Logistics. Facilitators do a lot of work before 
and after, and will be relied upon extensively.  They are the backbone of the program.

It has always seemed right that the facilitators, once they have been 
trained, and once they have put in at least one program as 
apprentices–should be paid for their work, and paid commensurate to 
the expertise they have developed.  The nice thing about this is that 
at least half of the facilitators could be young people, who then treat 
what they are paid like they would treat summer job wages. We could 
equally look at it as setting up bursaries for our participants. 

 I cannot think of a better training for life itself–and specifically a life 
of service learning to be a facilitator of this program. There has been 
some talk of creating an expanded facilitator training program that 
would be hands-on and which would last a whole weekend. I think 
this is a stupendous idea – one that will engender expertise very 
quickly, and which will make the whole task easier. I will be happy to 
extend the didactic training we have into the hands-on module.

Canʼt Wait for the Next Youth Program to Occur

I will be turning the floor over to my colleague Natalie Fraser Purdy to lay out you are fishing her vision 
of a post-program follow-up program. I am sure you will enjoy not only what Natalie creates. I can hardly 
wait to get started. And so I want to share with you the remaining there lyrics of John Denverʼs itʼs about 
time, as this is the separation inspiration that keeps us involved ...

There's a light in the Vatican window for all the world to see
and a voice cries in the wilderness and sometimes he speaks for me.
I suppose I love him most of all when he kneels to kiss the land,
with his lips upon our mother's breast, he makes his strongest stand.
It's about time we start to see it, the earth is our only home.
It's about time we start to face it, we can't make it here all alone.
It's about time we start to listen to the voices in the wind,
it's about time and it's about changes and it's about time.

There's a man who is my brother, I just don't know his name.
But I know his home and family because I know we feel the same.
And it hurts me when he's hungry and when his children cry.
I too am a father, and that little one is mine.
It's about time we begin it, to turn the world around.
It's about time we start to make it, the dream we've always known.
It's about time we start to live it, the family of man.
It's about time, it's about changes and it's about time.
It's about peace and it's about plenty and it's about time,
It's about you and me together and it's about time.

69 We made two videos bring volunteers aboard. CD#2 Volunteer .mov and Volunteer(2).mov


