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Abstract

Although the“at risk” labd has proliferated in the literature in recent years, its precise
definition remains obscure. According to various gatidics, goproximatdy 20%, or 1in 5 of the
children and youth in Canada are a risk for deveoping problems that jeopardize ther present and
future adjusment. This article explores the origins of the risk concept and examines the current
date of knowledge regarding the conceptudization of risk in children and youth. Current theory and
research indicate that risk factors are multidimensond, interactive, and multiplicative, and should be
viewed as seps dong a continuum. Moreover, the nature and timing of risk factors affect
outcomes, and risk propensty is heightened during periods of trangtion. Research on the role of the
school context in fedilitating or reducing risk and itsimplications for intervention and policy is
identified as an important foc for the future. Obtaining children and youth's voices in risk research
aso much needed. The paper concludes that future research and policy should shift its focus from a
risk to aresliency framework.
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Children and Youth a Risk:
Some Conceptud Condderations

Ca= of Frank

Frank is 9 years old and lives with his mother, Sepfather, and five other
shlings. The sepfather has been out of work for 3 years and the family is on socid
assgance Frank is currently in grade 4 and has been identified as having alearning
disahility for which he receives specid help via a resource teecher. Test scores
indicate that heistwo years behind his pearsin both reeding and math. Medica
records indicate thet Frank was born prematurely and that his mother was abusing
aoohal throughout her pregnancy. Frank wears very thick glasses and often comes
to school unkempt. The school adminigtrators are concerned about Frank because
he has not atended schoal for the last three months. According to Frank, he does
not attend school because of the frequent teesing and bullying thet he receives from
his dassmates Frank reports thet his teachers never intervene in these Stuations,
even when it was hgppening right in front of them. Frank has one friend a schoal,
aboy who a0 gopears to be somewhat of an outcast. None of the school-age
children in his family atend schoal regularly and no onein hisimmediate or
extended family has ever finished secondary school.

Introduction

In the past decade, a burgeoning research literature has emerged ddlinesting the experiences
and outcomes of children and youth such as Frank, that is children and youth experiencing arange
of problems that render them “a risk’ for developing into healthy and productive adults (eg.,
Brambring, Losd, & Skowronek, 1989; Dryfoos, 1990; Haggerty, Sherrod, Garmezy, & Rutter,
1994; Luther et d., 1997; McWhirter et d., 1998). Indeed, the “at risk” concept has proliferated in
recent years and has become agenerd term used to describe young people on atrgectory toward a
myriad of problems that threaten their present and future adjustment. What the above case sarves
to illudrate is the range of problems and issues that the at-risk labd comprises — such aslearning
difficulties, poverty, socid rdaionships, and family and school contexts.

Various datigics have been presented to describe the prevaence of children and youth a
risk. Overdl, it gopears thet risk prevaence varies with repect to the problem identified as well as
the data source. For indance, data from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Deve opment (OECD; 1995) indicate that gpproximatdy 15 to 30 percent of school-age children are
“ank’ (p. 21). In Canadathere is agrowing number of children with risk factors that compromise
both their present and future adjustment (Steinhauer, 1996). According to recent Satistics reported
in the Report of the Pan-Canadian Education Indicators Program 1999 (Canadian Educetion
Satidtics Council, 2000), in 1996, goproximately one child in five 15 years of age and younger was
living in low-income households and thus congdered to face greater educationd difficulties than
those children living in higher-leved income households. With regard to school completion, an
esimated 30 percent of 15- to 20- year-olds do not complete secondary school (Statistics Canada,
1993). Findly, epidemiologica estimations of prevaence of menta hedth problems indicate thet
goproximatdy 20% of children and youth are a risk and require support and asssance (eg.,
Offord, 1986).

For decades researchers have sought to identify the antecedents and corrdates of problems
that render children and youth “a risk.” Research journds are replete with studies ddlinegting the
phenomenon of being “a risk.” Moreover, in any daily newspgper one only needs to reed the front
page to witness the lamentable Sate of our children and youth and the risk factors they confront. As
can be surmised, the & risk term has been gpplied to children and youth experiencing awide array
of difficulties, ranging from exposure to perinatd dress, poverty, abuse, death of a parent to school
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falure, teenage pregnancy, and juvenile ddinquency. And, while there may be many waysin which
these categories intersect with one another, there is not yet a universally agreed upon definition for
the“a risk” term. In adiscusson of the proliferation of the a risk Iabd, Tidwel and Corona
Garrett (1994) dae“A term gpplied too often and too widdly loses dl meaning. It is necessary
ether to abandon the use of the term at risk or to atend to the meaning of ‘risk’ asit gppliesto
future probabilities’ (p. 444).

This paper reviews the literature on definitions of risk and the “at risk” labd. In the first of
the papers three sections, past and present definitions of the “at risk” concept are explored. This
section dso highlights severd emerging themes regarding the meening of risk. New directions and
needed research that have the potentid of contributing to our understanding of the nature and
function of risk are presented in the second section. The importance of recagting our focus from
risk to resliency is discussad in the condluding part of the paper.

Conceptudizing Risk: Retrogpect and Progpect
Origins of the“At Risk” Concept

Descriptions of children and youth a risk have been around for many years. Although the
precise origins of the“a risk” term gppear to be somewhat obscure, it gppears that the concept has
its roots bath in medicine and education. With regard to medicine, the emergence of therisk
concept can be traced back to epidemiology research (Garmezy, 1994). From this perspective,
psychologigts examining risk have been primarily concerned with identifying the factors thet
“accentuate or inhibit disease and deficiency dates, and the processes that underlie them”
(Garmezy, 1994, p. 9). The bdief isthat if these antecedents or determinants of risk can be found,
effective preventaive efforts can be implemented.

In the educationd literature, theterm “a risk” has recaived consderable populaity in
North America over the last two decades (e.g., Dryfoos, 1990; Raph, 1989; Swadener & Lubeck,
1995). Cuban (1989), when discussng the origins of the “at risk” concept in rdaion to schoaling
and urban schoal reform, podits that the description of at-risk students heralds back dmost 200
years when members of the New Y ork Free School Society asked the date legidature to create a
schooal for children from impoverished families because of the deleterious outcomes these children
would face if not for some sort of public intervention. Cuban (1989) explains that, for dmost two
centuries, poor children, who were often nonwhite and from non-dominant cultures, were perceived
tobe“a risk” because of the financid drain they posed to the larger society. This fear of increased
spending for wefare and penitentiaries, according to Cuban, resulted in the establishment of public
schools and the implementation of laws for compulsory schooling. What isimportant to note here,
isthat it gopearsthd, in this early gpproach, the“at risk” labd was used interchangesbly with
poverty. Moreover, the risk was seen as being primarily located within the individud or family,
rather than the sodiety or culture. What isimplicit in this description as well isthat sodety must
take contral in order to avert subgtantia future costs to society.

Although arising from contragting and seemingly digparate theoreticd traditions, the
descriptions of risk gppear to be in concart in psychology and education — bath disciplines
predominantly gpproach the identification of a risk from a deficit modd and bath primarily locate
the problem of risk within the individua and/or family. Cuban (1989) assarts, thet over the last
century, educators have defined the problem of low achievement among “a risk” sudentsin two
ways. students who perform poorly in school are seen as being respongible for their own poor
achievement, and sudents who perform poorly in school do s because of inadequecies in their
familid backgrounds. As shdl be seen, this myopic gpproach to characterizing “a risk” limitsthe
utility of the labd and, thus narrows the effectiveness of prevention and intervention efforts.
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Extant Definitions of Risk

During the past two decades, theterm ‘a risk’ has gained prominence across a variety of
disciplines, induding education, psychology, socid work, and medicine. As noted above, despite its
recent popularity in the literature, the “at risk” concept has been around for centuries. In the words
of Richardson et d. (1989), the“at risk” labd “ gppears to be amply anew labe for phenomena
which are as old as public schodl itsdf” (p. 3).

A mgor difficulty in gaining any undersanding of what precisdy it meansto be identified
as“a nk” istha the use of the term frequently varies. Indeed, there exist multiple meanings,
ambiguous terminology, and inconsstencies in the manner in which the term is gpplied. Moreover,
because the “at risk” concept is vague and obscure, its efficacy in fadilitating the design and
implementation of successful preventative and intervention effortsislimited. For example, if a
sudent isidentified as being a risk and referred for pecid programming, it would obvioudy be
important for teachers to be cognizant of whet the“at risk” labe comprises That is it isimportant
that we have an operationd definition of “a risk” and have some consenaus regarding the types of
behaviors and characteridtics thet this label comprises so that we approach a risk gudentsfrom a
common garting point.

Some authors use very broad definitions of what it meansto be a risk. For indance,
Dryfoos (1990) positsthet the “a risk” labd be gpplied to those individuas who are at risk of not
meaturing into responsible adults. Ginzberg, Berliner, and Ostow (1988), in describing adolescents &
rsk, use the term “ineffective performers’ -- those individuals who would engege in criming
activities and not be able to sugtain alongterm marita relationship, support themsdves or ther
dependents, or serve in the armed forces. Theinability to function in adulthood rolesisdso
reflected in the OECD’ s (1995) operationd definition of “at risk” whichisasfollows “ ...children
and youth ‘a risk’ are viewed as those falling in school and unsuccessful in making the trangtion to
work and adult life and as a conseguence are unlikdly to be able to make a full contribution to active
society” (p. 21).

In the OECD (1995) report entitled “ Our Children At risk,” the authors report that thereis
generd consensus among OECD Member countries about the determination of who is“a risk.”
Although most of the OECD Member countries agreed thet the label should focus on those children
and youth identified as soddly disadvantaged, some countries o included those children with
disabilities with particular reference to those children with physical and mentd handicgps. With
regard to thisissue, it gopears that the digtinction between “specid educationd needs’ and “a risk”
becomes somewhat obscure. What unites the concepts, however, is the notion the failure of the
Sudent to learn effectively in schoal.

In the educationd literature, many terms have been used to describe at risk sudents,
induding disadvantaged, culturdly deprived, low ability, dropout prone, dienated, disenfranchised,
low-performing, and remedid (Lehr & Harris, 1988; Natridlo et d., 1990). Indeed, educators
sometimes use the term to describe sudents who are a risk of dropping out of secondary schooal,
sometimes to refer to sudents who are not acquiring the skills necessary for successful trangtion
into the work force, and sometimes to denote students with learning problems thet limit their future
career choices In contradt, psychologigts, socid workers, and counsdllors often usethetermin
describing children and youth with the potentid of developing emationd and behaviord problems.

In the literature on developmenta psychopathology, risk has been defined as “those factors
that, if presant, increase the likdihood of a child developing an emationd or behaviora disorder in
comparison with arandomly sdected child from the generd population” (Rae-Grant et d., 1989, p.
262). In ther recent review of the research of risk in childhood and adolescence, Gore and
Eckenrode (1994) report that there exigt three mgor ways in which the notion of risk in the
psychologicd literature has been congdered to date. The firgt gpproach primarily relied upon the
identification of broad indicators of family socioeconomic satus and familid mentd hedth for
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operaiondizing risk gatus An example of thisline of research isillugrated in the longituding
research of Werner and Smith's (1992) dassic investigation of the biologica and psychosodid risks
of Hawaiian children. In this sudy, children who were identified as high risk were those who were
born into poverty or whose parents had little education or were acoholic or mentdly ill. The second
gpproach described by Gore and Eckenrode concerns the examination of stressful life events. This
line of research, they argue, is characteridic of epidemiologica research and iswiddy utilized for
assessing avaigty of proximd sodd role and Stuationd sressors that are associated with physicd
and mentd hedlth gatus. Findly, the third reseerch srategy thet, according to Gore and Eckenrode
(1994) has played adominant role in the research on child and adolescent menta hedth and

deve opment, has focused on critical Sngular events, such as parentd divorce, family illness, or
trangtion to puberty. Indl of thisresearch it is acknowledged that the examination of risk involves
the recognition that there are individud differences in vulnerability to stress and risk factors.

Wha becomes gpparent is that the way the term has been used across discipline has lead to
ambiguities in the meaning of the term and the representativity of the waysin which risk has been
concretely operationdized. Despite the lack of consensus with which the term has been utilized,
however, there exis some common threeds. Specificaly, as described by McWhirter et d. (1998)
the a risk term is used “to denote a st of presumed cause-and-effect dynamics that place the child
or adolescent in danger of negdtive future events” (p. 7).

Emergent Themesin the Risk Literature

During the past decade, there has been a tremendous accumulation of knowledge regarding
the examination of risk in children and youth. Because the literature in this arealis 0 ved, this
review of emerging issuesin the risk literature was necessarily sdective. Severd recent edited books
(eg., Haggerty et d., 1994; Luther et d., 1997) present amore comprehengve review of current
knowledge of risk factorsin childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood. Following, is abrief
discusson of severd of the sdlient dimengons of risk of which we need to be cognizant.

Risk gatus should be viewed as geps dong a continuum. The concept of risk dso contains
danger of other misunderstandings. For example, it isimportant to recognize thet risk datusis not a

unitary category, but ingtead should be seen as a series of gegps dong a continuum, ranging from
low risk to high risk (McWhirter et . 1998).

Risk factors are multidimensond and interactive. The determination and operationdization
of which children and youth are and are not & risk is multifaceted and systlemic. Moreover, risk
dausis dynamic and context dependent -- it is not afixed qudity, but can vary acrosstime,
circumgtances, and contexts.

Risk factors indude factors from the individud leve reaching far out to the societd levd.
Bronfrenbrenner (1979) has provided atheoreticd framework that is particularly well-suited for
undergtanding the multilevel and interactive nature of risk factors. In his ecologica framework,
Bronfrenbrenner (1989) views the child as being nested within a complex network of interconnected
sysems, ranging from lower order proxima input directly experienced by the individud in a specific
microsystem (e.g., schoal, family) to higher order culturd and socid belief sysemsthat cut across
and influence multiple microsystems.

There exig an aray of risk factors that range from the individud leved out to the socio-
culturd leve:

Individual Factors(eg., low 1 Q, poor sodal problem solving skills. )
Family Factors(eg., lowfamily coneson, mentalyill parent, low SES)
Peer Factors(eg., rgection by peers victimization)

Schod Factors(eg., low teacher support, schodl alientation)
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Sodal/Community Factors (eg., few community supports)
Sodal-cultural Factors(eg., sodo-higorical and palitical ideologiesthat lead to
Sereotypes)

Recent research has identified the importance of examining multiple contexts
smultaneoudy when determining risk propengty. Children and youth live and grow up in multiple
contexts — families, pears, schoals, neighborhoods, communities, and cultures. Moreover, children
and youth, their families, their communities, and the larger society develop; they show systemiic
and successive change over time (Lerner, 1986). The changes that occur should be seen as
interdependent and not be viewed in isolaion of one another -- changes that occur a oneleve of
organization are reciprocdly rdated to changes within other levels. Thus, there exigs aneed to
examine the conjoint influences of those multiple contexts on risk and outcomes. Additiondly,
because risk factors are multilevel and systemic, interventions that goproach risk from a“sngle-
issue’ pergpective (i.e, they address only one single risk factor, for example, poor reading ability or
lack of sodid skills, or a 9ngle negative outcome, for example schoal dropout) may be ineffective.
Indeed, fragmented interventions have been found to leed to unnecessary duplication of efforts as
well as poor long-term outcomes (Kazdin, 1993; Tolan, Guerra, & Kendal, 1995). Thus, instead of
goproaching risk factors as independent and isolated problems, researchers and educators today
recognize the necessity of designing complex and comprehensve interventions that take into
congderation multiple contexts of functioning (i.e,, family, school, and peer group). Additiondly, it
isimportant to not only intervene & multiple levels Smultaneoudy, but to desgn interventions thet
focus on factors thet lead to problematic functioning (i.e, risk factors) dong with strengths within
the child and his or her sodd milieu (i.e, protective factors) (Kazdin, 1997).

The“a risk” labd assumes prediction, Wheat are the markers of risk? Concepts such as
antecedent conditions or predisposing factors which cregte a Sate of susceptibility have been used
throughout the literature. A vast aray of research exigts identifying both the events that lead to
problems as well as what the consequences of the behaviors have been. Whereas some resserchers
usethe“a risk” labd to identify children and youth who possess one or morerisk factors, such asa
gendtic predigpogtion for adisorder or low socioeconomic status, other researchers utilize outward
ggnsof falure and digress, such as truancy, teenage pregnancy, drug and dcohol abuse,
depression, and suicide to identify children and youth a risk (Raph, 1989). Thislaiter goproach
gopearsto be paticularly in vogue in recent years. According to Tidwell and Corona Garrett
(1994), “Although at risk is defined, implicitly and explicitly, with reference to both sodd ills and
persond pathology, current usage drops the ement of prediction the words at risk literdly imply.
Combined inagnglelabd, “a-risk,” the words have lost much of their developmenta meaning” (p.
444).

Successful intervention efforts designed to amdiorate risk have been dusive because such
programs are too fragmented and “do not dedl with the antecedents or the predigposing factors thet
lead to the behavior, but only with the outcome” (Dryfoas, 1990, p. 4). It isimportant to note that
obtaining the labd of “a rik” and engaging in risky behaviorsis not equivaent. According to Blum
(1998), during the past two decades we have come to use the terms“a risk” and “risk taking”
behaviors interchangeably. Such an gpproach leads to conceptud imprecison regarding what
fundamentaly condtitutes risk and therefore interferes with identifying whom to help and how
(Raph, 1989). Wheressrisk refers more to antecedents conditions thet diminish the likelihood of
successful adjustment, risk taking behaviors refer to the outcomes themselves.

Risk is multiplicative. There exist anumber of reseerch sudies demongrating thet,
exposure to multiple risk increases the likelihood of having one or more problem outcomes. For
indance, Rutter (1980) found that those children experiencing only one risk factor were as likdly to
experience the outcomes of those children with no risk factors. For those children with two or more
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risk factors, unfavorable outcomes increased four times, and for those children with four risk
factors, the chance of negative outcomes increased ten times.

The nature and timing of risk factors may differentidly affect outcomes. The effect of
exposure to risk factors on adjusment may be more deleterious a pecific developmentd Sages
than a others, asillugrated in arecent sudy conducted in Canada. More specificaly, Landy and
Tam (1998) examined the contribution of multiple risk factorsin predicting problems among a
sample of children from the Nationd Longitudind Survey of Children and Y outh collected in
Canadain 1994-1995. Their results reveded that, for infants and young children, the totd number
of risk factors to which they had been exposed was enough in predicting problems. In contradt, for
children aged 4 to 11 years, detalled information regarding the nature of the risk factor —single
parent family -- provided a better explanation than the shear number of risk factors.

Risk propengity is heightened during periods of trangtion. According to Graber and Brooks-
Gunn (1996), “understanding how individuds navigate developmenta trangtionsis athe crux of

undergtanding risk and resilience across the lifepan.” (p. 768) Trangtions have been viewed as
particular sressful pointsin development because they require reorganization a ether the sructura
or functiond leve (Ruitter, 1994). Trangtions and trangtion-linked turning points dlow for the
opportunity to fully explore the emergence of new behaviors. Early adolescence, for example, is
viewed asacriticd trangtion point in development because of the multitude of rapid changes that
occur across severd domains and contexts. Such changes undoubtedly cregte greeter vulnerability,
but dso presents specid opportunities for intervention and for the rerouting of developmenta
trgectories towards more postive outcomes. In contragt to the trangtion to adolescence, research
examining the trangtion from adolescence to young adulthood is rather sparse.

With regard to early childhood, the trandtion to dementary schoal is congdered to bea
magor developmenta milestone that is particularly critica for a child' s future school adjustment
(Perry & Weingen, 1998). When children embark on thair firg years of formd schooling, they are
confronted with a number of varied and evolving demands. How well children cope with the
trangtion to forma schoaoling lays the foundation for their future academic, socid-emotiond, and
behaviord deved opment (Entwide & Hayduk, 1988).

New Directions and Neaded Ressarch

Ddimiting the nature and function of risk and the “at risk” concept is a necessary fird sep
for informing both reseerch and palicy. Additiondly, for any area of scientific inquiry to move
forward, there is a need to identify themes that asss in the ducidation of the fidd of sudy. Such
an gpproach will, hopefully, yidd increesingly more integrative and comprehensve modds of the
topic under congderation. Thus, severd issues that have emerged in recent reseerch onrisk are
delinegted below.

Claifying the Rdle of the Schodl Context in Fadlitating or Reducing Risk

Although researchers have examined awide range of fectors assodiated with risk,
community aswel as biologicd, the primary focusin the risk literature has been on individua and
familid factors. Far less atention has been given to the role of the socid context in contributing to
and/or protecting againd risk. Teke, for indance, the role of schoals. It has been suggested thet the
school context provides ancther criticd, but often overlooked, sphere of influence on risk (eg.,
Battidtich, Solomon, Watson, & Schaps, 1997; Zimmerman & Arunkumar, 1994). Little research
atention, however, has been given identifying the schoal factors that may serve to mediate the
relation between risk exposure and outcomes.
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Understanding how particular agpects of the schoal environment relate to both adeptive and
maadaptive academic and behaviora functioning has become an increasingly important topic in the
fidd of educationd psychology (eg., Ecdeset d., 1993; Roeser et d., 1996). Neverthdess,
research on the role of schoalsin fadilitating or detering risk has been limited in & least two
ggnificant ways Firg, research efforts have focused dmost exclusvely on academic outcomes of
“a rik” children and youth rather than on broader interrdaed patterns among cognitive, socid-
emotiond, and behaviord functioning, despite the fact thet research has demondrated the waysin
which these agpects of functioning are intertwined (eg., Juvonen & Wentzd, 1996; Wentzd, 1991,
1996). For indance, in amela-andyds of factors rdaed to early learning difficulties, socid-
emotiond variables predicted academic achievement aswdl as or better then variables of
intellectud ability, sensory deficits, or neurologica factors (Horn & Packard, 1985). Of particular
importance for understanding children’s school adjusment is thet research has linked children’s
prosocid and respongble behavior and their academic functioning — children who are empathic,
interact prosocidly with their peers, and demondrate gopropriate cassroom conduct and
compliance achieve better in school than those students who do nat exhibit such behaviours
(Wentze, 1993). Second, research efforts have linked “risk” status with characterigtics of
individuds (eg., cognitive gbility, temperament) or families (e.g., Socioeconomic satus, parent-child
interactions, family sructure) and have neglected the sdient role that the school context may play in
fodtering or lessening risk.

The potent role of the school context in promoting risk has received recent research
atention. Research has conagtently demondirated thet the early adolescent years mark the
beginning of adownward spird thet leads some adolescent to experience schoal failure and
ubsequently dropout. Research conducted by Ecdes and her colleagues (1993) suggests thet the
ethos of the secondary schoal itsdlf may, in fact, be causng many of the motivationd and academic
problems that emerge in early adolescence. Drawing from Hunt's (1975) person-environment fit
theory, Ecdes et d. (1993) argue that the increases in behaviord problems and decreasesin
moativation typicaly seen in early adolescence are aresult of devdopmentdly ingppropricte
educaiond environments for gudents, that is a consequence of a developmentd Sage-environment
migmatch. For ingance, adolescence is characterized by an emerging need for autonomy and sdif-
determination. Midgley and Feldlaufer (1987) found, however, thet grade 7 students and their
teechersin thar firg year of junior high school reported fewer dassroom decison-meking
opportunities than did these same students and their teachers one year earlier in grade 6.

Throughout the literature it is recognized thet achild’s and adolescent’ s functioning in
schoal isinextricably linked with his or her sense of be onging and connection to the school
environment and his or her relationships with peers and teachers within it. Recent work by Roeser,
Midgely, and Urdan (1996) demondrates this point. In astudy examining the association between
early adolescents perceptions of the school environment and their psychologicd and behaviord
functioning, Roeser et d. concdude that “ school environments thet are perceived as supportive,
caing, and as emphasizing individud effort and improvement are rdaed to a more adaptive pettern
of cognition, affect, and behavior than are . . . school environmentsthat are perceived asless
supportive and emphasizing reative ability and competition” (p. 417). Parcaving podtive and strong
connections to schoal have implications for current school functioning as well as future educaiona
plans For indance, in arecent large scde sudy examining the hedlth satus and psychologicd well-
being of 25,838 adolescents grades 7 to 12 in British Columbia (McCreary, 1999), adolescents
identified as having ahigh levd of school connectedness were more likely to report lower levels of
truancy and plans for post-secondary education than those adolescents identified as having low
levels of school connectedness. Taken together, these studies highlight the significance of school
beonging in determining udents present and future educationd functioning.

Underganding the Perspectives of Children and Y outh
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According to Rutter (1993), one cannot assume risk given the overdl family environment —
different children, given their biologica predigpostion, birth order, gender, age, etc. —may be
differentidly affected by different environments. Thus, it is necessary to consder individudized
agpects of children’s experiences and to obtain the pergpective of the child and youth regarding ther
experiences of risk. Itisincreedangly being recognized thet it isimportant to collect deta that permit
children and youth opportunities to describe their own perceptions of their experiences. Indeed, one
concern that has recently been voiced by researchersis the scarcity of descriptive and quditative
research that reflects children and adolescents organization of their own experiences. Such
research has implications not only for theory, but has tremendous potentid for influencing the
design and implementation of effective interventions. In the words of Zadow and Takanishi (1993),
“The falure to take such a sep may lead to aflawed understanding of norma devel opment; it may
aso limit the effectiveness of interventions’ (p. 190).

Delinesting Processes, Mechanisms, and Contexts
Compeas, Hinden, and Gerhardt (1995), argue that while risk factors be servicegble in the

identification of individuds with ahigh likelihood of developing problems, such gatic markers do
nat help to ducidate why such problems develop. Asaway to understand why some children
succumb to even modest siress whereas others seem to ‘beet the odds and remain resilient in the
face of what appear to be overwhdming risk factors, researchers have become interested in
understlanding the processes and mechanisms by which children and youth ded with adverse life
dressors.

It isimportant thet the development and implementation of intervention efforts arise from
sound theoretica mode's concerning the mechanisms and processes thet lead to problemétic
adjusment, and from basic empirica research in which these processes and mechanisms are
evaduaed (Dodge, 1993). Clearly, researchers need to examine which events cause children and
youth to follow different pathways, and whet factors can dter the trgectory of both positive and
negative behaviors

Refocusng Our Efforts from Risk to Resliency

It should be noted thet risk is just one factor examined in the larger area of adgptation and
competence. A promising framework for efforts to reduce and prevent risk factors focuses on
examining the waysin which individuds, despite the presence of risk factors, develop in hedthy
ways-- aeredlient and “beet the odds.” The sudy of resiliency hasincreased dramaticaly in
recent years (eg., Blum, 1998, Garmezy, 1991; Maden & Coatsworth, 1998; Zimmerman &
Arunkumar, 1994. The popularity of this congruct is due, in part, to the increased recognition thet
the key to prevention and intervention efforts is the identification of factors that lead to success
rather than to just those factors that reduce risk. And thus, a paradigm shift has occurred as
illustrated in the following quotation: “Thereis a regrettable tendency to focus gloomily on theills
of mankind and on dl mankind and on dl that can and does go wrong . . . The potentid for
prevention surdly liesin increesing our knowledge and understanding of the reason why some
children are not damaged by deprivation . . . “ (Rutter, 1979, p. 49). Recasting our prioritiesin
terms of fadilitating pogtive adjustment among children and youth, rather than only limiting risk,
extends our focusto dl children and youth, ingtead of those just exhibiting risk factors.

Concluson

Although the term “a risk” has witnessed congiderable popularity in recent decades, there
iscondderable lack of darity about the meaning of this concept. The research literature lacks a
conggtent vocabulary, conceptud framework, and methodologica approach. Especidly noteworthy
is the primary focus on variables assodated with individud-level characteridics of risk and the lack
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of atention given to the role of contexts — such as schools —in promoating or reducing risk. The“a
risk” labd isrdative and not absolute, it isthe result of environmenta aswdl asindividud factors,
itisnot afixed quantity, and it is degpendent on context. Moreover, risk is not amonalithic
condruct, that, once achieved, will aways be present. 1t cannot be seen as afixed atribute of the
Student, because the circumstances in which it may occur are dynamic.

Aswe move into the new millennium, the importance of promoting pogtive development in
our children and youth in Canada becomes paramount. In today’ s complex sodiety, we need to
take specid care to encourage and fadilitate our young people to reach their greetest potentid. It is
therefore critica that we make concerted efforts to devise the most effective interventions that are
based on strong conceptud mode's and sound reseerch. Only then will we be in a place to foment
the development of our netion’s children and youth.
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