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Table 1. School Resiliency and Change Audit for a Peaceful Environment
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Setting characteristic Rationale

Common language

A common, everyday language is used by children,
teachers, administrators, staff, and families about belong-
ing fo a higher good and how to achieve that greater good.
A particular noun should be selected to stand for the higher
good, and a set of verbs should be developed to provide a
vocabulary to talk about how to realize it.

To meet the test, the noun must be something that both
adults and children aspire to at many levels in the com-
munity. An elementary school mascot name is not likely to
meet the test. The verbs also must be something that would
be appropriate for both adults and children to do.

Positive stories

Students and staff hear, see, or read daily stories about
doing good in the world. These stories feature the children,
adults who love them, and high-status persons as the
heroes of the actions.

The stories must be more than heroic actions of a few
people. The actions and “heroes” must be easy to copy on
a daily basis.

Daily rewards

Daily rewards and recognition are given for the desir-
able actions (the verbs) designed in the common language.
Monthly or infrequent rewards and recognition actually
increase problem behavior by creating resentments, sabo-
tage, or resignation among higher risk students, who are
unlikely to ever experience rewards for positive behavior.

Group rewards

Group rewards are used for positive behavior frequently,
and competencies and performances are reinforced rather
than just the absence of bad behavior. Such group rewards
are frequent and activity oriented.

Positive Behavior posters

Student-created posters, stories, and signs for the target
behaviors and displays of student work saturate the school
and are changed every 7 to 14 days.

Praise notes

Student peers, teachers, staff, and families receive and
write frequently (daily and weekly) written praise for
positive actions.

A sense of belonging is life-giving to humans. Without a
sense of belonging, levels of serotonin will be very low, with
aggression (among men) and depression (among woman)
the likely outcome. Among humans, a sense of belonging is
highly regulated by language—a fact one can easily see
among juvenile antisocial gangs that have a noun to belong
to (e.g., CRIPS or BLOODS) and a set of verb prescriptions
for how to belong (e.g., “Jump in,” “Kick back with ... "
“Be down for . . .. “ Schools and communities rarely have
such language.

Such stories are symbolic or live models of success that
indicate pathways for reinforcement and social belonging.
Human beings are “hard-wired” to copy models of behav-
ior that produce reinforcement or social status. In the first
case, the dopamine circuits will be activated. In the second,
the serotonin pathways are activated when the observer
imitates the model.

Daily rewards and recognition increase dopamine circuits
and reduce threats by higher risk persons toward lower risk
people.

Individual rewards for children who are risk can create
social rejection by “normal” peers. If, however, the whole
class is rewarded because of the positive actions of a target
child, the whole class will praise and encourage the target
child’s actions. Reinforcement systems based on performance
(e.g., class getting 85% of the math problems correct)
means that children’s behavior will be positive when adults
are not present. Group and performance rewards stimulate
both serotonin and dopamine pathways, while reducing
threats that activate the norepinephrine pathways.

Such displays recruit adult praise and peer recognition,
both of which stimulate the dopamine and serotonin
pathways. The children are likely to recruit praise and
recognition from caring adults frequently if the displays
change frequently, and performance skills will increase
among the children.

Written praise is powerfully effective for more at risk
students and stimulates peer reinforcement for langauge
skills—a key factor in developing control over emotional
impulsiveness.
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Setting characteristic Rationale

Social skills training

The school has weekly schoolwide lessons focusing on
the social skills to be mastered that are a part of belong-
ing to the larger group.

The lessons need to be more than lectures; they must include

Without a schoolwide application, students and adults will
not be encouraged to identify with the school culture and
its goal.

Student responsibility

daily running of the school.

Schoolwide cue system

(“don’t push”).

Staff's praise

the playground.

actual practice and rehearsal in applying the skills.

Many students have positions of responsibility for the

Such positions are more than honorary symbols such as
student council; they are practical and daily.

The school has schoolwide cues for basic behaviors such
as stopping, paying attention, sitting in groups, waiting in
line, and walking from place to place.

The school staff praise positive behavior on the
playground by the minute; the school has organized
cooperative games and activities on the playground;
students praise each other daily for positive behavior on

The schoolwide approach reduces reactive response to
transgressions by the children.

When students have actual roles in the school’s success,

they are likely to receive recognition from peers and adults

These cues and prompts must be proactive and positive
(e.g., “stand on the yellow lines”) rather than inhibitatory

to arousal.

(serotonin) and actual reinforcement (dopamine).:

Such common cues and procedures reduce threats and
negative attention from adults.

The combination of these actions increases serotonin and
dopamine as well as reducing threats and hostility related

children but how we create an envi-
ronment at our school that produces
thoughtful, caring, and resilient be-
haviors among all of our students in
the first place. The idea is to create a
path of least resistance to channel the
energy and efforts of the whole school
toward what children and adults want
to build rather than what they seek to
run away from. The action-science
and community-change literature
strongly argues that systemic change
will occur only when one focuses on
what one wishes to construct {Fritz,
1989; Senge, 1991}, a conclusion that
is also strongly echoed in the child
resiliency and emotional intelligence
literature (e.g.,, Werner, 1989).

When schools, adults, and children
focus on the good to be achieved mo-
ment by moment (as well as longer
term) rather than the bad to be
avoided, a number of major benefits
seem to accrue to all in the school
(see, e.g., Embry & Flannery, in press;
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Mayer et al., 1983; Rutter, 1979;
Shedler & Block, 1991; Walker, 1995).
These include increased time for
teaching and learning, less vandalism
and graffiti, less child abuse, less
negative aggressive child behavior,
better physical health, improved
mental health, fewer school dropouts,
higher academic achievement, im-
proved staff morale, and better child-
rearing practices when the children
become parents themselves.
Everyone in schools and society
benefits from these outcomes. Vio-
lence, substance abuse, and school
failure are real issues, even in well-off
neighborhoods. As one principal in an
affluent neighborhood told me, “Good
clothes cover a lot of problems.”
Moreover, the children who matricu-
late from any given school will mix
with children from all walks of life
and be touched by the children and
families of other neighborhoods, no
matter how much we attempt to iso-

late behind gates and other barriers.
In neighborhoods with mostly thrift
store clothes, the problems are more
apparent, of course.

Whatever the conditions are of a
neighborhood or community, all
schools can encourage positive behav-
ior and child resiliency. The processes
seem to be universal. The audit
shown in Table 1 can help a school
identify its capacity to foster change
and resiliency. Many of the tech-
niques are simple and all are practical.
All children and adults benefit when
they have the capacity for resiliency
and change, and this article presents
a few of the ways to increase that
capacity. The result will be greater
personal and public peace. =

See new contact info for Dr. Embry at PAXIS

Dennis D. Embry, PhD, is the chief execu-
tive officer of Heartsprings, Inc.™ He is o child and
developmental psychologist noted for the creation
of PeaceBuilders®, a scientifically based and proven
approach to reduce youth violence and increase
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child competence that is in more than 300 schools
in the United States. Address: Dennis D. Embry, Reart-
springs, Inc., PO Box 12158, Tucson, AZ 85732;
1-800/368-9356.

Note
PeaceBuilders is o registered trademark of Heart-
springs, Inc.™
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