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Adult-wary youth are often more 
receptive to support from other young 
people. This article describes how they 
can be enlisted in helping their troubled 
and traumatized peers.

James Anglin conducted qualitative research 
with leadership, staff, and young people in ten 

Canadian residential group care settings.1 He found 
that all youth reported pain in their lives because 
of experiences of trauma or loss. Anglin coined 
the term pain-based behavior to describe how their 
overt problems masked deep-seated emotional dis-
tress. The word pain is not just a metaphor since 
physical and social pain use the same deep brain 
circuits to signal that the person is at risk.2 

Youth often are highly attuned to the pain of peers 
who share difficult life experiences, and this empa-
thy enables them to provide support and compas-
sion. Unfortunately, Anglin found that staff in 
these group facilities seldom responded with sensi-
tivity to the inner world of the child. Instead, they 
reacted with controlling demands and threatened 
consequences to problem behavior. Ironically, pun-
ishment comes from the Latin word poena meaning 
pain—thus, pain-based behavior is met by piling 
on more pain. Trauma researcher Bessel van der 
Kolk expressed a similar concern: “Faced with a 
range of challenging behaviors, caregivers have a 
tendency to deal with their frustration by retaliat-
ing in ways that uncannily repeat the children’s 
early trauma.”3 

Balancing Trauma and Resilience 
Since the year 2000, there has been widespread 
attention to childhood trauma. Staff in education, 
treatment, and juvenile justice have been man-
dated to become trauma informed. Despite a flood 
of trauma trainings, there is controversy about 
whether these make a real difference in the lives 
of children.4  

Australian psychologist Howard Bath—well-cre-
dentialed as a trauma expert—authored an article 
titled “The Trouble with Trauma.” He observed 
that trauma-informed treatment has been over-
sold as the answer to most problems of children 
and youth and “the trauma perspective may be on 
the way to high-jacking the very meaning of the 
word therapeutic.”5  

The focus on trauma can also shift attention away 
from strengths, but effective trauma-informed 

programs must also be resilience-focused.6 Bessel 
van der Kolk enthusiastically promotes that view: 
“Every trauma survivor I’ve met is resilient in his 
or her own way, and every one of their stories 
inspires awe at how people cope.”7 

Traditional models of assessment are preoccupied 
with deficit and disorder which casts youth in 
the role of victim. But young people are the real 
experts on their own lives and must be engaged 
as full partners in planning their futures. Larry 
Brendtro and Mark Freado describe a strength-
based approach to assessment called Planning 
Restorative Outcomes.8 Known as PRO Assessment, 
this model attends both to trauma (What has hap-
pened to you?) as well as resilience (How can you heal 
and thrive?). PRO Assessment training is now avail-
able on-line at reclaimingyouth.org.  

“Every trauma survivor I’ve 
met is resilient in his or her 
own way, and every one of 

their stories inspires awe at 
how people cope.”

In discussions of peer helping, we have made the 
distinction between trauma informed and trauma 
wise.9 To be trauma informed requires information. 
There is a flood of important data about trauma 
from diverse disciplines. Thus, being trauma 
informed might entail knowledge about trauma 
as a mental disorder, the neuroscience of trauma, 
and the epigenetics of trauma. While profession-
als are receiving training in these topics, parents, 
caregivers, and peer helpers need more practical 
tools to support kids in pain. 

To be trauma wise requires wisdom. This does not 
require technical information but the ability to 
use practical knowledge to make good decisions. 
Trauma is not new to humans who have long been 
able to surmount hardship, survive, and thrive. 
Wisdom to overcome trauma is embedded in cul-
tural values and human genes.10 For millennia, 
Indigenous peoples have created communities to 
ensure safety, meet growth needs of children, and 
support one another in times of trial. Such wis-
dom is transmitted by elders to the young. 

Howard Bath and John Seita suggest that healing 
trauma does not just happen in the therapeutic 
hour but in supportive relationships with all who 
deal with a young person in “the other 23 hours.”11 
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The Child Trauma Handbook proposes that parents, 
counselors, teachers, coaches, direct-care workers, 
case managers, and others who have relationships 
with the young person can play important roles.12 

Absent from the trauma handbook’s list of helpers 
are youth. This is a serious omission since they spend 
the greatest amount of time with one another—for 
better or worse. In fact, the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services 
Administration puts Peer 
Support on its short list of 
trauma-informed prac-
tices.13 Unfortunately, 
youth are often the 
perpetrators of trauma 
through peer mistreat-
ment, so it is not surprising they are seldom seen 
as resources for healing trauma. We do not train 
trauma-wise teens through formal instruction 
in trauma science, but by unleashing the natural 
inborn capacity of humans to help one another in 
times of need. 

Cultures of Respect 
To develop healthy, resilient children requires 
Cultures of Respect, a phrase created by Canadian 
anthropologist Inge Bolin.14 Indigenous societies 
prevented abuse be either adults or peers. Children 
were reared by the village and youth were given 
responsible roles in caring for one another. Tapping 
this traditional wisdom, trauma-wise youth learn to 
respond to the needs of peers in conflict and pain. 

Indigenous cultures engaged children and youth 
in nurturing and protecting one another. As 
Lakota psychologist Martin Brokenleg observes, “I 
was always taught that when I was the oldest in a 
group of children, it was my responsibility to pro-
tect and take care of those younger than me.” Inge 
Bolin describes child-rearing in the remote Andes 
of Peru.15 Children were seen as sacred and abuse 
by adults or bullying by peers was virtually non-
existent. The values of these cultures of respect 
match the Native American Circle of Courage:16

Belonging: Children learn that loneliness is the 
saddest human experience. They are responsible 
for ensuring that no one is left out and all feel 
that they belong.   

Mastery: Children are motivated to achieve but 
never flaunt their knowledge. They learn adult 
models and mature peers and share what they 
know with others. 

Independence: Young people have responsible roles 
in working for survival of the community. They 
are encouraged to speak for themselves and make 
good decisions. 

Generosity: Young people care for smaller children 
and contribute to the community. Respect is mod-
elled by elders and children seek to help others in 
any way they can.  

The Indigenous Cir-
cle of Courage values 
have served for tens of 
thousands of years as 
the archetype for envi-
ronments in which all 
can thrive. Researcher 

Emmy Werner describes Belonging, Mastery, 
Independence, and Generosity as foundations of 
resilience and recovery.17 These become the basis 
for trauma-wise strategies which enlist adults and 
youth in creating cultures of respect. 

Trauma-wise Helping Strategies
The motivation to help others is designed in the 
human brain.18 Scottish psychiatrist Ian Suttie 
observed that children are born with a generous 
disposition and need the opportunity to care for 
others.19 A child who senses his or her gifts are 
being rejected feels bad and unlovable. The remark-
able generosity of children was documented by 
Anna Freud who worked with a group of young 
children rescued from a Nazi concentration camp. 
Devoid of caregiving by adults, the children were 
totally committed to one another, showing great 
kindness and self-sacrifice.20 This is a remarkable 
example of how crisis triggers helping behavior. 

In their work with aggressive youth, Redl and Wine-
man found that office-based therapy was generally 
ineffective.21 Instead, real-world problems need to 
be resolved when they occur in the natural living 
environment with those most directly involved. 
Redl jokingly called this “therapy on the hoof.” 
Thus, the Life Space Interview (LSI) was created to 
use problems as learning opportunities.22  

While life space interventions have been widely 
employed by professionals, Lesley du Toit adapted 
these methods for use by caregivers and respon-
sible youth helpers in South Africa. She was 
appointed to manage the transformation of ser-
vices to young people at risk in the administration 
of President Nelson Mandela. The Circle of Cour-
age principles were implemented, and she piloted 

To develop healthy, resilient 
children requires Cultures of 

Respect.
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a life space model called, RAP, an acronym for the 
title of the book Response Ability Pathways.23 RAP is 
not a complicated intervention but the natural way 
humans help one another solve here-and-now prob-
lems. RAP involves these strategies: Connecting for 
Support, Coping with Challenge, and Restoring 
Respect. These can be used separately or in a three-
stage problem-solving sequence as described below. 

1. Connecting for Support. The helper main-
tains a calm, concerned manner, even if the per-
son in need is upset. The helper shows interest and 
empathy through verbal and nonverbal bids to 
connect. A person who refuses these bids does not 
feel safe. Helpers continue showing care and con-
cern, even towards those who are hard to like or 

resist help. Connecting occurs in brief encounters 
and small acts of kindness, precursors to devel-
oping stable relationships. Building connections 
strengthens Belonging and Generosity which are 
keys to resilience.24 

2. Coping with Challenge. All problem solv-
ing starts with felt difficulty, said John Dewey.25 
In fact, when we have unsolved problems, we are 
motivated to keep trying to reach a solution.26 The 
human brain is designed to make sense out of 
problems by analyzing the sequence of an event. 
Thus, the most effective way to solve problems is 
to explore the timeline of a challenging event. RAP 
uses this natural process as shown by the acronym 
CLEAR: 

The helper does not mechanically follow this 
sequence, but these key questions give insight on 
how one’s behavior affects self and others. Clarify-
ing a problem is the first step to taking responsi-
bility. Being able to resolve challenging problems 
strengthens the sense of mastery and promotes 
responsible independence.

3. Restoring Respect. While Connecting and 
Clarifying can be free-standing strategies, the 
full RAP process uses these as the basis for plan-
ning restorative outcomes. The Minnesota Study 

of Risk and Adaptation followed a large cohort 
of children from birth to adulthood and found 
that emotional and behavioral problems result 
from too much stress and too little support. This 
informs the restorative goals of trauma-wise help-
ers: reduce stress and increase support.27 Thus, specific 
plans provide external supports and build inner 
strengths to cope with challenges. The Search 
Institute has codified these dual goals in lists of 
40 Developmental Assets, half focused on external 
supports like family bonds and half building inner 
strengths like achievement motivation.28 
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The central theme of being trauma-wise is simple: 
respond to needs instead of reacting to problems. 
The Circle of Courage provides the cultural foun-
dation for Positive Peer Culture and a roadmap for 
peer helpers. These principles are formally taught 
first to adults who in turn model these to youth in 
the natural living environment. A growing body 
of research documents the evidence base of these 
strategies.29

We do not train trauma-wise 
teens through formal 

instruction in trauma science, 
but by unleashing the natural 

inborn capacity of humans 
to help one another in 

times of need. 

Youth in formal group sessions become experts 
at giving and receiving help—skills rare among 
today’s youth. Young people apply these skills 
with peers, family, and community. Both stu-
dents and staff learn to see problems as signs that 
basic needs are unmet. Those who are discon-
nected need to belong, those frustrated by failure 
need mastery, those who are powerless or rebel-
lious need to develop responsible independence, 
and a those without purpose need to develop a 
spirit of generosity. 

Voices of Youth
For a final perspective, here are the voices of sev-
eral youth who explain their role in peer helping.30 

They all were students at risk who participated in 
Positive Peer Culture Programs.

Be Calm in Crisis: If you can help people before 
they get mad, they are more apt to listen. When 
upset, other things go through their head and 
they act disrespectfully. Basically, you set the 
pace and calm them down. I feel good when I 
help others, so they won’t be in the same position 
I was in.

Build Trust:  When I was having problems, a group 
member would come and talk with me naturally, 
not in program language like a psychologist. He 
made me feel comfortable to open up. I started 
helping others like that and it made me feel better 
about myself.

Problem Solving: PPC helps develop our problem-
solving skills so when those situations come up 
again, we will be able to deal with them and make 
ourselves more successful instead of giving up.

Show Respect: A lot of people weren’t taught respect. 
They are in a new place and don’t know what to 
do. They think they need to try to get relation-
ships by giving in to peer pressure. In my group, 
we try not to have peer pressure. Respect is where 
everybody’s mind is at.  

Develop Empathy: If you can put up with and learn 
to help or show empathy toward the lowest mem-
ber in your group, the worst to get along with, you 
can show empathy to anybody.

Conclusion
Trauma-wise knowledge comes not from formal 
instruction but rather through what Inge Bolin 
calls rituals of respect.31 Humans evolved over mil-
lennia in egalitarian Indigenous cultures that nur-
tured and revered the young.32 Trauma-wise prin-
ciples are essentially standards of good care which 
all young people deserve and are not reserved just 
for those who have experienced trauma.33 Discov-
ering the need beneath the problem transforms 
trauma into resilience.

Larry K. Brendtro, PhD, is Professor Emeritus 
at Augustana University and director of The Resilience 
Academy. Contact Information: phone 605-580-9557, 
email larry.brendtro@gmail.com.
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