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Strategies for Building Child Resilience 

“The single most common finding is that children who end up doing well (exhibiting resilience 

in adversity) have at least one stable and committed relationship with a supportive parent, 

caregiver, or other adult.”  

--Strengthening the Foundations of Resilience, The Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University 

 

What is Resilience? 

The essence of resilience is a positive, adaptive response in the face of significant adversity. 

Child development is like a balance scale with two sides. Experiences that can result in toxic 

stress - such as repeated or chronic exposure to violence, poverty or maltreatment - pile on 

the negative side of the scale. Positive influences that can help make significant stress 

tolerable - such as supportive relationships, skill-building opportunities, and practice dealing 

with manageable challenges - tip the scale the other way….Even under highly adverse 

conditions, development can proceed in a positive direction if caregivers and other adults 

provide consistent responsiveness and if communities provide resources that strengthen 

families and make protective relationships accessible to all children. 

 

Decades of research in the behavioral and social sciences have produced a rich knowledge 

base that explains why some people develop the adaptive capacities to overcome significant 

adversity and others do not. Whether the burdens come from the hardships of poverty, the 

challenges of parental substance abuse or serious mental illness, the threats of recurrent 

violence or chronic neglect, or a combination of factors….the single most common finding is 

that children who end up doing well have had at least one stable and committed 

relationship with a supportive parent, caregiver, or other adult. 
 

These relationships … buffer children from developmental disruption. They also build key 

capacities…which enable children to respond to adversity and to thrive. This combination of 

supportive relationships, adaptive skill-building, and positive experiences constitutes the 

foundations of what is commonly called resilience. 

 
--Strengthening the Foundations of Resilience, The Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University 
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How to Build Core Youth Skills for Resilience  

 

Despite the widespread belief that individual grit, self-reliance, or strength of character can 

triumph over calamity, science now tells us that it is the reliable presence of at least one 

supportive relationship and regular opportunities to develop effective coping skills that are 

essential building blocks for the capacity to do well in the face of significant adversity. 
--Strengthening the Foundations of Resilience, The Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University 

 

From the perspective of brain development, these coping skills (also known as “executive 

function” and “self-regulation”) include: 

 

Planning    Being able to make concrete plans and carry them out 

Focus   Concentrating on what’s most important at any given time 

Self-Control  Controlling how we respond to emotions and stressful situations 

Awareness  Noticing people and situations around us and how we all fit into the picture 

Flexibility   Adapting to changing situations 

 

Early childhood and adolescence are critical “windows of opportunity” for building core life 

skills – and for advocates to provide support. During this period, the brain strengths its most-

used connections, making them faster and more efficient, and prunes away less-used ones. As 

the different areas of the brain mature, their ability to function as an interconnected system 

improves. Helping your CASA child to practice core life skills helps their brain to build the 

most efficient pathways to support these skills throughout life. 
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Five Ways to Help Youth Build Core Life Skills 
 

1. Practice with real-life situations (Skills: Focus, Flexibility) – Encourage youth to problem-

solve around real-life challenges they face (e.g. trying to study for a test when a friend texts 

with a personal problem).  Why? Young people learn best when the experience is relevant 

to the real world and they can test out their own solutions. Competence is acquired 

through actual experience. 
 

2. Spot and plan for triggers (Skills: Awareness, Self-Control) – Help youth recognize what 

triggers their intense emotions (e.g. criticism, losing a game) and learn to take preventative 

actions – taking a deep breath, stopping to think, focusing on goals – when those triggers 

come up.  Why? This empowers youth to become more self-aware and develop coping 

strategies for the heat of the moment. 
 

3. Take another’s perspective of stressors (Skills: Awareness, Flexibility, Self-control) – 

Encourage youth to look at stressful situations from someone else’s point of view (or ask 

people they trust). For example: for a child upset over an early bedtime, ask them to 

consider what might motivate a parent to have such a rule. Perceiving that a parent cares 

about better sleep to help a child function well feels very different than a parent trying to 

control behavior. Why? Seeing stressors in a new way can diffuse anger, frustration, and 

fear. Young people learn there is more than one way to view problems and situations; they 

grow in empathy. 
 

4. Focus on personally motivating goals (Skills: Planning, Flexibility) – Adolescence is a time 

for finding one’s place in the world, for forming a consistent sense of self that will serve as 

a framework for life choices. Help them to try new activities and discover their passions. 

Support them in strategies for setting and reaching goals, and for dealing with setbacks.  

Why? This empowers young people to strengthen their self-identity, think long-term, and 

practice goal-directed behavior. 
 

5. Build on positive memories and small successes (Skills: Focus, Planning) – Foster youth 

may feel that they lack control over their lives. Help them recall positive memories (e.g. a 

time when they helped a friend or finished a tough assignment) to see tangible examples of 

how their choices and actions can impact outcomes. Reinforce and validate those 

instances.   Why? This helps youth to build their sense of self, undo negative 

internalizations, view challenges as less threatening, and plan for the future. 
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