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To my mother, who named me brave. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The brave things in the old tales and songs, Mr. Frodo: adventures, as I used to call 

them. I used to think that they were things the wonderful folk of the stories went out and 

looked for, because they wanted them, because they were exciting and life was a bit dull, 

a kind of a sport, as you might say. But that's not the way of it with the tales that really 

mattered, or the ones that stay in the mind. Folk seem to have been just landed in them, 

usually — their paths were laid that way, as you put it.” 

 —Samwise Gamgee, from The Two Towers by J.R.R. Tolkien 
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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

This thesis uses Robert Coles’s Children of Crisis series as a starting point for 

examining the dynamic relationship between the concepts of story and psychological 

resilience in the United States. I discuss Coles’s treatment of young people in crisis in the 

1960s and 1970s and the parallel situations in the US today. Using studies from a broad 

range of disciplines and portraits of children from Coles’s books, this thesis demonstrates 

the dynamic relationship between story and resilience by exploring the representation of 

resilience in published or public stories, as well as the influence of story on resilience. I 

detail the development of vulnerability, or risk, and what it means for an at-risk child to 

develop a resilient response to adversity.  I also discuss the role of story as an 

overarching mentality as well as various storied strategies that promote well-being and 

resilience. I pay particular attention to the idea of the personal narrative and issues of 

identity.  I conclude with a discussion of how these ideas from an analysis of Children of 

Crisis can be implemented in a contemporary context.  

 

 

Steven Graham 

Division of Social Sciences 
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Introduction 

 

Throughout the past year, many in the United States have been transfixed by a 

man whose story proclaimed the possibility of hope in difficult times.  His books and 

speeches revealed his own story of resilience while calling the people of the United States 

to re-connect with that sense of persistent resilience that some say defines the “American 

spirit.”  At the 2004 Democratic National Convention, Barack Obama made a speech that 

threw him in the national spotlight and began his journey to the presidency.  That speech 

did not contain revolutionary new political ideas or reveal his overwhelming 

qualifications to lead. Rather, it framed his ambitions with a story of hope and resilience.  

As the New York Times published on July 27, 2004 in their transcript of his 

keynote address, he began his speech by pointing out how unlikely it was for him to be 

there. He explained his background and claimed that his “story is part of the larger 

American story.”  He went on to explain his aim in achieving a “politics of hope” that 

recognizes “the hope of slaves sitting around a fire singing freedom songs. The hope of 

immigrants setting out for distant shores…The hope of a millworker’s son who dares to 

defy the odds…Hope in the face of difficulty. Hope in the face of uncertainty. The 

audacity of hope!”  His bestselling book The Audacity of Hope later elaborated on his 

story, his views of the American story, and his ideas for re-shaping American politics and 

policy in a way that would help more people in the US overcome the odds against them. 

 In a way, Obama’s message of hope that has rallied so many people is a revelation 

of the powerful link between story and resilience—resilience reflected in story and 

connection with story as a way to build resilience.  Like many speakers and writers 

before him, Obama’s story essentially appealed to people’s desire to overcome a common 
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enemy: the odds.  His message then targets those who are said to have the odds stacked 

against them, particularly those who are historically disadvantaged. As the first African-

American president, his story rings true to minorities who have suffered discrimination 

and disadvantage in the US for generations.  People often frame stories of hope, like 

Obama’s, around childhood. A child from an at-risk, disadvantaged background grows up 

and through hard work finds unlikely success.  Focus on childhood difficulties is a 

reasonable way to frame life stories since proper development is dependent upon healthy 

early growth.  Children are the most vulnerable in society, warrant the most protection, 

and will become adults that manifest the consequences of childhood problems. 

 A series of five books published in the 1960s and 1970s touches on all of these 

issues and foreshadows Obama’s story.  Children of Crisis is a series in which Robert 

Coles undertakes to study a broad segment of the US population through in-depth, long-

term interviews with children “in crisis” and the adults who influence them.  He 

interviews children of varying races, classes, and backgrounds with an interest in how 

children, particularly those affected by social crises, make sense of their lives.  Coles 

views crisis in a general sense, interviewing children experiencing a particular social 

change as well as those under an ongoing oppressive social system. He does not 

investigate the effects of a one-time traumatic event but rather the effects of chronic risk 

and stressors that could contribute to an unsupportive environment for healthy 

development.  Thus, Coles explores the same risks facing disadvantaged groups that 

Obama alluded to in 2004 when he called his successful position “unlikely.”  The issues 

Coles presents are still extremely relevant 40 years later; indeed a retrospective analysis 
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of the social problems of previous years through Children of Crisis sheds light on the 

origins of many of today’s issues.   

 Given the reach of Coles’s study, it is important to set parameters for my own 

analysis. First, my study is geographically limited to the United States and cannot be 

generalized cross-culturally.  Children of Crisis is a thoroughly “American” study 

discussing issues limited to the experience of people in the United States.  Furthermore, 

many of the studies I use in analysis are based upon research conducted in the United 

States that is not necessarily transferable. In addition, this thesis aims to treat the roles 

and methods of Children of Crisis, not necessarily deconstruct its parts. When discussing 

stories or narratives, my purpose is again to develop a more complete view of narrative’s 

roles and modes of functioning, not its structure.  I discuss resilience issues in the context 

of long-term risks and experiences, not in reaction to a particular traumatic event. Finally, 

I use the term “children” to refer to people less than 18 years of age, sometimes marking 

particular developmental stages, but not always addressing deeper issues involved in 

defining childhood. Focusing the scope of the project through these limitations provides 

the opportunity to take a step back and appreciate the distinct relationships between 

topics that emerge in a project with a broad perspective. 

This thesis explores two research trends that have emerged and progressed 

significantly since the publication of the series and that both shed light on questions 

raised by Children of Crisis.  The first trend is the interest in risk and resilience studies, 

which seek to illuminate the complex web of cause and effect that works in the lives of 

at-risk children.  These studies are interesting because they work in the intersection 

between psychological processes and social influences in which children negotiate their 
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lives. The research on these issues reveals what helps and hinders children in their quest 

to make sense of the world and develop healthy minds and bodies.  They also suggest the 

programs and policies that could best aid at-risk children and thus take a pro-active stance 

on social problems.  Applying findings that help cultivate a resilient response to hardship 

in children is preventative in its attempts to help young people early instead of treating 

adults later and is holistic in its aims to study the coping strategies of the healthy instead 

of the symptoms of the ill. This shift in focus allows for more acknowledgement and 

discussion of the impact of socio-political factors (and larger societal trends in general) 

on children’s lives, and thus allows more channels for creating positive changes. 

The second emergent trend since the publication of Children of Crisis involves 

research on the concepts of narrative and story.  In a society marked by quantitative 

measurement, scientific standards, and formulaic, economic language, it may seem that 

narrative expression has taken a backseat in the collective discourse of contemporary 

society. However, an explosion of research across disciplines in recent years has allowed 

narrative to resurface as both an object and a method of study, bringing the storied nature 

of life back into the public consciousness.  This growing field of research includes a 

range of voices, from literary analysis to the social sciences.  As such an interdisciplinary 

field of inquiry, the study of story and its narratives has warranted diverse threads of 

investigation. Some studies focus on the structure of narrative and its meanings, others on 

the social aspects of narrative formation. One interesting niche in the field is exploring 

the beneficial roles of narrative in young people’s development, particularly how 

identities are formed through a personal narrative.  These investigations in turn give way 

to a farther reaching exploration of the concept of story and how it shapes people’s 
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perceptions of their experiences and their own life stories. This correlation between life 

and story makes this type of research useful and constructive, something that could be 

applied to society to improve the lives of those in need.   

In order to recognize the relationship between ideas in the two growing fields of 

resilience and narrative studies, I first discuss the harsh environment in the US in which 

many children grow up. This information serves as the backdrop for an investigation of 

at-risk youth in the US and how resilient responses might be cultivated in that 

environment.  It explores how some children might learn to respond to problems 

resiliently, while others do not. I describe Children of Crisis, place it in context, and use 

it as a model for discussing the way resilience is represented in story. I then address in 

more detail the manners in which risk is formed and how the development of 

vulnerability is manifested in at-risk youth. The thesis continues with a closer look at the 

development of a resilient response to adversity and the ways certain protective factors 

can interact with risky environments to counteract their detrimental effects. 

I further propose that story is inextricably connected to the resilience building 

process. This link is manifested through various beneficial means that reflect a storied 

mentality, including healthy habits that nurture a storied way of thinking (like journaling 

and storytelling).  I argue that practices that encourage a recognition of these strategies, 

including those that implement the idea of the personal narrative, can help increase an at-

risk child’s well-being and likelihood of responding resiliently to challenges.  I suggest 

several avenues that might explain the benefits of story on the human psyche, including 

identity formation, perceived control, and relationships. I conclude with a discussion of 

the long-term nature of resilience issues and some possible applications of storied 
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strategies as well as a look at other potential branches for research around these 

questions. 

The study of both story and resilience have emerged as ways to respond to some 

of the issues that Coles raises, although he did not intend for Children of Crisis to 

function as a study of either subject. Rather, I chose to examine Children of Crisis for 

these purposes because it offers an extraordinarily wide view of a variety of issues and 

provides a window to discuss contemporary findings with the clarity provided by 

retrospection.  In his entire body of work, Coles emphasizes an interdisciplinary 

perspective, and this study reflects that by weaving together complementary strands like 

history, psychology, politics, anthropology, and literature.  

The magnitude and scope of his work supplies countless contextual, individual 

stories as well as the benefits of long-term analysis.  Coles discusses a range of topics, 

from gender dynamics to coping mechanisms to issues of conscience and morality.  

However, the concept of story is especially important because Coles’s emphasis on 

stories in method (and sometimes analysis) foreshadows the emergence of narrative 

analysis since the publication of Children of Crisis. It seems particularly appropriate to 

explore the ways in which story could promote resilience since children’s issues are 

especially salient in contemporary society. 
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Setting: Children of Crisis 

 

 

“Children’s talent to endure stems from their ignorance of alternatives.” 

 —Maya Angelou  

 

 

In 1961 John Washington joined eight other high school juniors as the first 

African-Americans to attend previously all-white high schools in Atlanta, Georgia.  

Although John was not involved in the integration movement, he and his friends decided 

to apply for the chance to attend the schools on a whim. He convinced his parents to sign 

his application and proved in interviews with school officials that he would be able to 

remain passive in the event of heckling and physical provocations. For these reasons, he 

was chosen as one of the token “pioneers” in Atlanta’s desegregation process.
1
  

John’s life before being chosen to help integrate the schools was not unusual. His 

parents were sharecroppers in South Carolina married at 16 and 14 years of age, 

respectively. After a stint abroad during the war at age 20, his father returned home 

determined to move to the city. John’s mother conceded to the move on the grounds that 

they waited until John was born and moved to Atlanta instead of a Northern city. John 

eventually had seven siblings and grew up in a crowded apartment.  The Washington 

family’s plight was not outside of the norm, and John grew up healthy and normal, 

pursuing the usual interests and activities and doing well in school. After being selected, 

John attended the new school with one other black student in a sea of whites for the two 

years remaining in his secondary education. He faced threats, mistreatment, and isolation, 

as well as the overwhelming amount of schoolwork necessary to catch up to his 

classmates academically. Despite coming from a poor, disadvantaged background that 

                                                 
1
 Robert Coles, A Study of Courage and Fear (Boston: Little, Brown, 1967), 110.   
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would lend little assistance to his endeavor, John excelled in his two years at his new 

school and continued on to college.   

There is no doubt that he not only survived the ordeal, but stepped up and thrived 

even when everything was stacked against him. Both common sense and statistics agree 

that a disadvantaged background tends to lead to a disadvantaged outcome, in essence a 

continuation of the same cycle into which a child was born.  However, common 

knowledge and research also concede that there are exceptions to this rule.  In Children of 

Crisis: A Study of Courage and Fear
2
, Coles recounts John’s story and points out the 

special advantages and disadvantages of his circumstances but (appropriately) pays 

special attention to his parents. His mother had ongoing mental health problems, severe 

enough at one point to require hospitalization. His father was an alcoholic. However, the 

“ominous quality of a ‘family history’ such as John’s” did not stop him from developing 

his “sound mind, his strong will, his competence in the face of a stiff academic challenge, 

his survival in the face of a severe (and threatening) social challenge.”
3
  In fact, Coles 

suggests that John may have even appropriated certain negative characteristics of his 

parents and channeled them into positive endeavors. 

So why did John succeed in facing so many challenges despite having so few 

resources to deal with them? In telling the stories of young people like John, Coles 

                                                 
2
 Children of Crisis: A Study of Courage and Fear presents a small part of Coles’s extensive period of work 

during the civil rights movement of the 1950s-1960s. It includes a discussion of methods and setting 

followed by five parts examining individual cases of the students, teachers, protestors, pro-integration 

Southern citizens, and apathetic onlookers of the civil rights movement. This book begins the series 

appropriately by laying out Coles’s intention to explore how people make sense of their own identities, 

lives, and particular settings and how these processes can cultivate a resilient response to hardship or 

exclude a person from possibilities for success. The last section, “Courage and Fear,” examines the place of 

the child, the meaning of race, the meaning of prejudice, and the place of crisis.  In the ninth chapter, Coles 

examines the meaning of being a child, and a child interacting with family and society. He compares the 

child in the civil rights movement to those who have faced other traumas and hardships and uses the last 

chapters to continue the discussion about how children confront these issues of race, prejudice, and crisis. 
3
 Coles, A Study, 121. 
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continually points out sources of vulnerability in the child and destructive influences in 

the environment but also emphasizes the child’s positive traits and nurturing influences.  

In this way, he highlights the balance between risk and protection that, when struck 

properly, can result in a resilient response to adversity like John’s.  Coles’s stories and 

accompanying analysis address some of the problems that lead to high risk and the 

solutions that protect vulnerable children. His portraits of children’s lives raise many 

questions, not the least of which is, “Why do some kids ‘make it,’ and others don’t?”  

The following chapters attempt to answer that question insomuch as the research on risk 

and resilience to-date is able. 

 

Setting: Children’s Environment 

To examine the plight of American children, we must first explore their 

environment.  In Children of Crisis, Robert Coles aims to educate the reader about the 

serious and often unnecessary challenges many children in the United States faced in the 

1960s and 1970s. Unfortunately, many of the crises he describes still exist in varying 

forms of discrimination, poverty, and social problems today. Statistics on societal 

problems abound, and much of what appears in the media seems to reaffirm the assertion 

that society is just as troubled today (if not more) as it was when Coles published 

Children of Crisis.  For example, in 2005 40% of US children’s families reported housing 

problems, in 2006 17.4% of children aged 0-17 lived in poverty, and in 2007 23% of 

children lived with only their mothers as caregivers.
4
  Furthermore, correlations between 

                                                 
4
 Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics,  America’s Children in Brief: Key National 

Indicators of Well-Being, 2008,  Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, (Washington, 

DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2008), http://www.childstats.gov (accessed April 27, 2009). 



 10 

these early troubled circumstances and problems later in life (like poor health, early 

parenthood, unemployment, addiction, etc.) maintain a destructive cycle.  

These statistics can sound like a condemnation for the children whose 

backgrounds they describe when people view the correlations as steadfast predictors 

instead of the complex, fluid relationships they are. Obviously, the ideal solution would 

eliminate the risky situation making children vulnerable. But since the problems at hand 

range from healthcare to paternal presence, the solutions must be equally complex.  One 

point that remains clear is the importance of addressing the problem of so many young 

people growing up in these circumstances. Many argue that children are the most 

vulnerable citizens because they are passing through critical developmental stages that 

could be seen as fragile in unsupportive environments.   

Some scholars argue that the United States over time has become an increasingly 

unsupportive environment for children’s growth (and presumably also a confusing 

environment in which adolescents are expected to form their identities).  James 

Garbarino, for example, compares the social situation in many societies to the 

environmental problems plaguing the planet, arguing that we are creating a toxic social 

environment as well as physical (to both of which children are the most vulnerable).  He 

cites across-the-board trends affecting society’s children, such as decreasing parental 

involvement, threats to children’s security, and divorce.
5
  These types of trends are 

happening throughout society.  

However, because the combination of “simultaneous and concurrent” risks is 

what threatens a child the most, those kids who already deal with one or more risks 

                                                 
5
James Garbarino, "Raising Children in a Socially Toxic Environment," Australian Institute of Family 

Studies 50, (1998): 54. 
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(minorities, the poor, etc.) are the most vulnerable to these trends in society because they 

add to an already heavy load.
6
  Thus, the most troubling part of a society whose social 

trends are becoming increasingly harmful to its most vulnerable members is that it 

reinforces already existing hierarchies and creates additional obstacles for the oppressed. 

“No one single factor is, in and of itself, sufficient to pose a significant risk to the child’s 

development and behavior. Rather, there is a cumulative effect, one that is multiplicative” 

when risks are combined.
7
 In essence, the things that make children vulnerable seem to 

have a snowball effect that serves to entrap a child in a destructive cycle and make it 

difficult to succeed.  So, children with many risks are those more likely to encounter even 

more risks and suffer the consequences. In other words, one might say that the odds are 

“for” a child with many protections; while if a vulnerable child succeeds, she will do so 

“against the odds.”  

 

“Beating the Odds” 

Biographies, memoirs, the news, movies and TV, schools, and everyday 

conversation all bear witness to individualist Western ideals through discourse about 

those who “pull themselves up by the bootstraps,” “play the cards they’ve been dealt,” 

succeed in the face of adversity, overcome obstacles, beat the odds.  This language and its 

associated stories of hope and triumph no doubt have fueled interest in the resilience field 

and empowered struggling people.  While there is some truth to this sentiment of 

courageous persistence, it merits some more tempered qualifications from the research on 

resilience which suggests, if nothing else, an image of resilience more complicated than a 

                                                 
6
 Condly, “Resilience in Children,” 214;  Garbarino, “Raising Children,” 54. 

7
 Condly, “Resilience in Children,” 214. 
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person’s pure will and perseverance.  The problem with this focus on personal will and 

ingenuity is that it can imply that those who fail to succeed (by escaping their 

circumstances) fail due to their own lack of hard work or perseverance.  The American 

dream, some argue, offers success to anyone willing to work for it. However, the 

American reality, as Coles presents it in Children of Crisis, is more complex than that. 

Coles’s study confronts the difficult environment in the US in which many 

children grow up.  As such a qualitative, accessible study, one might expect the volumes 

to be a testament to the children “beating the odds.” Many people read accounts like 

Children of Crisis for just that reason. They treasure them as a source of hope, taking 

comfort in their assurance that any obstacle can be overcome, any adversity conquered.  

Although such stories of hope can be found in the Children of Crisis series, they are 

mixed among stories with a darker tone and a bleaker outlook.  In his enormous body of 

work attesting to the “inner resources of children,” one might be surprised to come across 

such a clear-cut message: there are obstacles that cannot be overcome.  On this topic, 

Coles’s message matches that of researchers, who have demonstrated that some factors 

that usually protect at-risk children do not have the same protective properties in 

situations of extreme risk, like severe poverty or regular exposure to violence.
8
   

In a chapter entitled “Uprooted Children” in Volume II
9
, Coles is clearly 

disturbed by his experiences researching migrant worker families and conflicted about 

                                                 
8
 Ella Vanderbilt-Adriance and Daniel S. Shaw, "Conceptualizing and Re-Evaluating Resilience Across 

Levels of Risk, Time, and Domains of Competence," Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review 11, no. 

1 (2008): 35; Susan Tinsley Li, Karin M. Nussbaum, and Maryse H. Richards, "Risk and Protective Factors 

for Urban African American Youth," American Journal of Community Psychology 39, no. 1 (2007): 22; 

Suniya S. Luthar and Adam Goldstein, "Children's Exposure to Community Violence: Implications for 

Understanding Risk and Resilience," Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology 33, no. 3 

(2004): 503. 
9
 Migrants, Sharecroppers, Mountaineers (Volume II of Children of Crisis) continues Coles’s investigation 

with a study of rural poor children, their environments, and their circumstances. He provides portraits of 
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how to present their stories.  He tells the stories of migrant workers’ children and 

expresses no light at the end of the tunnel when he uncharacteristically concludes, “There 

are moments, and I believe this is one of them, when, whoever we are, observers or no, 

we have to throw up our hands in heaviness of heart and dismay and disgust and say, in 

desperation: God save them, those children; and for allowing such a state of affairs to 

continue, God save us, too.”
10

 

Coles tempers idealism about individuals’ abilities with a realistic view of their 

social, political, and economic reality.  Throughout the series, dozens of children’s voices 

emerge, some as signs of hope, others as signals of society’s failings.  Their voices haunt 

the reader with the same question that emerged from John’s story: “Why do some kids 

make it, and others don’t?” Coles’s work crosses disciplines to capture a full range of 

stories and present a more accurate (and complicated) answer to this question than pop 

culture usually suggests with its stereotypes of the hard worker or the hero.  

When people are only exposed to resilience stories that represent the protagonist 

as a hero whose courage and skill allowed him to overcome, their conceptions of at-risk 

populations (and the ability of those people to respond to hardship resiliently) become 

skewed by narrow storylines that ignore the complexities of the process.  In Children of 

Crisis, Coles presents a social study of children in crisis that investigates not only brave 

and skilled children but also those often neglected complexities surrounding resilience.  

He achieves this through qualitative portraits of many lives and issues from varying 

                                                                                                                                                 
various figures in the lives of children in each of the three groups, such as teachers, bosses, and sheriffs. 

The last section, The Rural Life, explores “the rural mind” and rural youth, emphasizing the dangers of 

trying to place everyone within one category or theory. He also discusses rural upheaval with a chapter that 

continues the exploration of the role of crisis begun in Volume I, placing Coles’s work within the context 

of national social and political issues.  The last chapter discusses rural religion, a pervasive theme 

throughout the entire series. 
10
 Robert Coles, Migrants, Sharecroppers, Mountaineers (Boston: Little, Brown, 1971), 116. 



 14 

perspectives. This technique allows the reader to see a more accurate picture of why one 

child might respond resiliently, while another equally capable child fails to do so. 

The reality that Coles presents reflects the harsh environment in which children 

grow up, but it also subtly reflects some of the findings from resilience studies that 

demonstrate why some at-risk children succeed and others don’t (despite the fact that the 

vast majority of this research has been done post-publication of Children of Crisis). The 

evidence—both qualitative and quantitative—for resilience is astounding. Large scale 

and long term studies have shown that out of a general population, there is a sub-group of 

those deemed at-risk according to detrimental factors in their lives, such as poverty, racial 

discrimination, lack of healthcare, and parental abuse, addiction, or divorce. These risks, 

however, do not act uniformly in all situations; rather, a risk like poverty, for example, 

functions on a scale and yields varying levels of harm. 

Statistics show that this at-risk group of children face a less than fulfilling future, 

including the possibility of mental and physical health problems, dire economic 

circumstances, incarceration, and addiction problems.  For example, statistics on the 

backgrounds of people in the prison system are especially troubling. In 2001, 64% of 

state prison inmates were racial or ethnic minorities. In 2002, 31% of jail inmates had 

grown up with a parent or guardian who abused alcohol or drugs, about 12% had lived in 

a foster home or institution, 46% had a family member who had been incarcerated, and 

more than 50% of the women in jail said they had been physically or sexually abused in 

the past.
11

  Those statistics reflect correlations between early issues and later 

incarceration, and they suggest that equally revealing trends exist between early issues 

                                                 
11
 Bureau of Justice Statistics, “Criminal Offenders Statistics,”  (U.S. Department of Justice 

Office of Justice Programs), http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/crimoff.htm (accessed April 27, 2009). 
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and other negative outcomes. For example, exposure to violence can lead to various 

emotional and behavioral problems,
12

 and exposure to emotional abuse leads to mental 

health problems, adjustment issues, and destructive cycles in relationships.
13

 

 Given the abundance of overwhelming evidence matching the developmental risk 

factors with these outcomes, it’s hardly surprising that at-risk children often have such 

low expectations for (or even awareness of) a possible future outside of their current 

realm of experience.  Indeed, as the epigraph above emphasizes, they are “ignorant of 

alternatives.” The dangers of growing up at-risk have traditionally been well documented, 

but recent trends have shifted the focus to those cases that do match the statistics, instead 

demonstrating the same positive outcomes as their low-risk peers. Psychological studies 

refer to these children as “resilient.”  Resilience in common usage refers to the ability of 

a thing to recover its original form quickly after being squashed or bent, to “bounce 

back.” The same idea carries over for people who can “bounce back,” adapt easily to 

change, or recover quickly after confronting hard times. In psychology, resilience refers 

to “the balance of risk (forces contributing to a problem condition) and protective 

(internal and external resources for the protection against risk) factors that interact to 

determine an individual’s ability to function adaptively despite stressful life events.”
14

 

In one of the classic studies examining this resilient response to childhood risks, 

Emmy Werner performed a 30-year longitudinal study on the residents of Kauai Island.  

She tracked the 698 infants born on the island in 1955 for 30 years and used extensive 
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interviews to gather data about their background and development.  One of the primary 

goals was to evaluate the “effects of adverse early rearing conditions on children’s 

physical, cognitive, and psychosocial development.”
15

  She became interested in the 

protective factors that caused a few adults with high-risk childhoods to become 

indistinguishable from other adults with nurturing, healthy childhoods. 

Werner identified 30 percent of the surviving children as high risk.  Two thirds of 

these “did develop serious learning or behavior problems by the age of 10 or had 

delinquency records, mental health problems, or pregnancies by the time they were 18.”
16

  

Werner looked at the one-third who did not develop these problems and discovered 

patterns in the different areas in which protective factors came into play.  She looked at 

the data from both within and outside the family, and she noted the tendencies in the 

children themselves that stood out in the resilient group.  The idea is that since so much 

research has already documented the “correlates and causes of psychological and social 

pathology,” it is time to investigate those who “thrive in spite of risk.”
17

   

In this way, researchers can learn the mechanisms of cultivating resilience to 

apply those findings to the policies and programs that help at-risk children. One-third of 

the population of Werner’s study was high risk. Condly points out “this percentage is 

based on children born nearly a half a century ago and away from mainland United States 

and its metropolitan areas” and suggests that, given the increasingly child-harmful 

environment in the US, the number is probably much higher today.
18

  The environment is 

challenging, and Coles’s work focuses on groups of children known to have particularly 
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bad odds due to matters like race, ethnicity, poverty, and urban issues.  The challenge for 

Coles is to present these children’s lives and issues in a way that does not subscribe to the 

common, linear story of resilience in which the skilled, hardworking person is successful, 

and the unskilled, lazy person is not.  Coles addresses this challenge with a balanced 

picture of the risk and protective factors that contribute to resilience. 

 

Issues of Presentation and Representation 

 While the following chapters aim to explain the effect of story on resilience, it is 

also important to recognize the role of resilience in story, especially in the case of 

Children of Crisis, which raises questions of presentation and representation. Children of 

Crisis functions on multiple layers and levels. On one level, there is the interaction 

between children and Coles during which resilience could be both formed and expressed 

(through story).  At this level, connecting with story could be changing the child’s 

perceptions and cultivating resilient responses. The child’s responses to adversity along 

the way, as well, are naturally expressed through narrative, demonstrating the dynamic 

relationship between story and resilience.  

On another level, however, Coles is also interacting with the reader of this 

published series, and it is equally important in this sense to address the way that stories of 

resilience in particular are presented (especially given the politically charged nature of 

the stories). Just as a child’s story conveys much information and could provide a point of 

intervention, so a writer’s published story (or a speaker’s public story) conveys important 

information. Coles has the power to disseminate information that could potentially help 
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children in need. He has a responsibility to represent the people he worked with and their 

issues accurately, and his challenge is to present the information in a constructive way.   

Each of these five volumes of the series possesses common characteristics and 

stand as part of an overarching study.  Throughout the series, Coles addresses the deeper 

meaning of recurring themes, including issues of identity, religion, child development, 

and social crisis.  He struggles to define who a child is, what role children play, and what 

role crisis has in society. The reader finds that the disadvantaged groups he studies defy 

the usual borders of meaning and create difficult gray areas.   

Their stories are especially poignant because they represent young people not 

only confronting the identity struggle of growing up, but also confronting the crisis of 

where to place themselves in society.  These stories each demonstrate a child forming an 

identity and sense of worth in a confusing world, often using markers from family, 

culture, faith, and community.  Coles forces his readers to confront the struggles facing 

many US children when they adjust to crisis.  In a way, Coles speaks to temporary 

political crisis (like desegregation). However, this study addresses long-term crisis in the 

lives of children in a deeper sense, in the way that long-term disadvantage (like that 

arising from being an ethnic minority, poor, or displaced) makes children vulnerable.   

Most of the time, each volume follows a similar pattern. The first section deals 

with method, the second section recounts the stories and issues of the respective groups, 

and the third section differs for each volume depending on Coles’s choice of themes for 

analysis (see the footnotes for each volume for more details on this third section). In the 

foreword and first section, Coles carefully establishes a particular setting, time period, 

and situation. He is also careful to mark his own purposes in the way he has chosen to 
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select and edit the stories and uses the first volume especially to qualify his study and 

explain his methods and goals. In it, he describes his methodology and the tensions 

between observation and participation.  In this way, Coles informs the reader in a 

straightforward manner that the case studies he presents are an example of direct, long-

term observation of individual people and not of far-reaching generalizations about a 

group of people or society.
19

  He emphasizes his unique role, saying, “I feel myself every 

day walking on the edge of things, very near the disciplines of sociology and 

anthropology, quite close to matters of history and politics; but what I learn grows out of 

my work as a physician and a child psychiatrist.”
20

  Thus, Coles’s distinguishes his 

emphasis on individual and psychological matters.   

Furthermore, Coles acknowledges in the first volume both his training as a 

psychiatrist and his involvement in the civil rights movement.  His involvement and 

influence in the lives of the individuals presented is inevitable. So, he explains the way he 

has balanced the interests involved and presented his work in an accessible, edited format 

that he has arranged to lend a sense of continuity to the books. Coles continues to grapple 

with the purpose of his study throughout the series and is torn between his roles as an 

objective researcher, a doctor and psychiatrist, a social justice advocate, and a writer. 

Later in the series he recognizes that his previous books have not achieved any significant 

social changes (and in reality probably did not even reach the hands of those who most 

needed to read them) and concludes that “perhaps all that a book like this can do is to 

require the writer, and reader, to look inward as well as feel more informed.”
21

  In this 

way, Coles highlights the idea that his books are not a scientific study with clear results 
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and conclusion. Rather, the role of the study mirrors the method: observation.  He 

presents a more circular flow of information and seems to present his “findings” as a 

mere retelling of experiences—both his own and those of the people he studies.  

Because Coles’s method involves intensive case studies of individuals in a 

manner mirroring psychiatric practice, it is important to note that these individuals did 

not seek Coles for his help. Rather, Coles sought out people to assess their roles in a 

particular social situation with no regard for their mental health status or history. 

Focusing on healthy, “average” people also highlights what is good and functional and 

adaptive about humans instead of what can go wrong.  In addition, Coles interviews and 

works with not only the children he is interested in, but also many individuals from 

various backgrounds whose lives in some way connect or influence those children or the 

social situation in which they find themselves. This full picture of stories helps broaden 

the reader’s point of view and eliminates the inaccurate focus on pathology often found in 

the medical and psychiatric fields. By addressing people from every angle of a 

controversial issue, Coles implies that every citizen touches the life of at-risk children.  

The first section of each book also includes children’s artwork. In the first 

volume, Coles details the role of art in his interviews with children and the way he uses it 

throughout the study.  Each book includes a collection of children’s drawings that reflect 

their perceptions of reality.  In the first volume, for example, the collection of drawings 

demonstrates children’s changing perceptions about race over time during the process of 

desegregation.  Coles explains that pictures act as a tool for representing children’s voices 

and narratives, but also for drawing out conversation from younger children 

unaccustomed to articulating their views and feelings. 
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The second section of each volume is where Coles presents his portraits of case 

studies, and this section takes up the bulk of each book. Sometimes he goes into detail 

about a particular person’s story, but usually he provides snippets and quotes from an 

individual, in combination with others, to make a point. These portraits help to document 

some of the struggles of individuals during their respective historical periods and to raise 

more general questions about what their stories might mean for society as a whole.  Coles 

does not separate his portraits of individual children, parents, citizens, teachers, etc.  

Instead, more voices are woven into each story, and some stories overlap in that they 

directly concern the individual presented in another of the portraits.  It’s particularly 

interesting that a book claiming to explore the lives of “children of crisis” devotes only a 

portion of the book to those children’s lives and the rest to the lives of teachers, 

protestors, fellow citizens, sheriffs, bosses, friends, parents, etc.  Again, Coles implies 

that every citizen has a stake in the lives of its society’s children. 

Coles assembles his stories to demonstrate that the individuals that show 

extraordinary courage and the ones that show extreme malice share something in 

common.  Both groups’ behaviors are only made possible by a combination of factors.  

People are not just innately brave or hateful, and this point makes the discussion of 

resilience not only more accurate, but also more constructive.  Throughout the book, 

Coles emphasizes how individuals’ stories intersected during the crises and how people 

affected each other. In addition, the collection of interconnected stories found in each 

volume have both the “story” of a particular social issue (for example, the struggle for 

civil rights) and the story of Coles’s personal experience framing them all and adding a 
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layered dimension to the study. This sense of an overarching, retrospective story is a 

strong complement to the ongoing and unresolved stories of the individuals in crisis. 

Coles’s strategic overlapping in his storytelling process emphasizes the wider 

perspective of each individual’s life and helps the reader sympathize with people on both 

sides of conflict. The sympathy created by this style of storytelling is essential for a view 

of resilience as a result of many factors instead of a static characteristic.  For example, 

Coles uses this presentation strategy effectively with the story of Ruby in Volume I. 

Ruby was a 6-year-old girl living in New Orleans when she began walking through mobs 

every day to attend a previously all-white elementary school.  She attended with only a 

handful of students because most parents were boycotting the school due to her 

attendance. Despite the social upheaval she was experiencing so directly, she developed 

healthily through the persistence and guidance of her family during the struggle.  

However, during his interviews with Ruby and her family, Coles noticed one odd 

symptom that was plaguing her. She suffered from a loss of appetite, and she “was 

largely rejecting freshly prepared food and favoring packaged and processed food.”
22

  

Upon a little investigation, Coles discovered the reason.  Ruby’s family received constant 

threats, and Ruby suffered the brunt of them each morning on her walk to school through 

the mob shouting insults and death threats.  However, Ruby particularly noticed the threat 

one woman shouted each morning: “‘We’re going to poison you until you choke to 

death.’”
23

  The young girl’s collected knowledge led her to feel guilty, become troubled, 

and attempt to safeguard herself.  At home Ruby’s mother had used the withholding of 

food as punishment and threatened that girls who say bad things will choke on their 
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words.
24

  Ruby was concerned as she tried to sort out the consequences of her race with 

the consequences of bad behavior.
25

  As she developed and learned to separate her own 

development and place within her family from the racial conflict in the greater society, 

she regained her appetite and continued to learn appropriate responses to her struggles. 

Coles uses story strategically by presenting a protestor’s perspective alongside the 

experience of Ruby in this particular circumstance.  Immediately after recounting Ruby’s 

story, he juxtaposes hers with that of Mrs. Patterson, the angry, racist, white protestor 

who threatened to poison Ruby in the mobs each morning.  Coles visited and interviewed 

with Mrs. Patterson and her children for the same length of time he was working with 

Ruby and her family.
26

  The way Coles introduces Mrs. Patterson, as Ruby’s tormentor, 

automatically isolates the reader from Mrs. Patterson’s position.   

However, as Coles develops Mrs. Patterson’s story, he creates sympathy in the 

reader by revealing some of the origins for her behavior. She had little education, hope, 

or money and spent her time caring for her alcoholic husband and five children.  She was 

raised with her racist attitudes, and her social and religious circles approved of them.  In 

Coles’s view, her sense of frustration and hopelessness with her own life caused her to 

express her desperation against the public scapegoat the particular situation offered.
27

  

Coles also explicitly notes Mrs. Patterson’s obesity and constant candy eating in 

opposition to Ruby’s loss of appetite. He emphasizes how Mrs. Patterson unconsciously 

associated Ruby with all the isolation and loneliness she felt fated to in her own life.
28
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Coles’s use of Mrs. Patterson’s point of view as part of a greater work exploring 

children in crisis causes the reader to note that everyone in society affects the lives of 

children in the community.  He juxtaposes stories to show how one person’s life and 

choices affects another and forces the reader to acknowledge the complex nature of social 

crisis and child development.  By representing Mrs. Patterson in a way that takes her 

background into account, Coles creates sympathy for her without concealing her bad side.  

His representation allows the reader to contrast the systemic problems that could allow 

Mrs. Patterson’s behavior with the extensive support system offered to Ruby.  This 

storytelling strategy helps create a more accurate picture of resilience by removing Ruby 

from the platform of a hero and Mrs. Patterson from the pit of a villain (without denying 

Ruby’s courage or the awfulness of Mrs. Patterson’s actions).   

Coles’s stories highlight the need for people to look at classic stories and pop 

culture stereotypes of resilience in a new light.  He suggests that the expectations placed 

on at-risk children are unreasonable and further implies that society as a whole has a 

responsibility to help those at-risk.  Coles’s presentation of these stories represents the 

people and issues he studies and serves as a platform for dialogue that could break 

stereotypes and spur policy and research.  Coles uses juxtaposed stories to show 

perspective. He uses a narrative form to suggest the unresolved, ongoing, sometimes 

inconclusive nature of his study. He presents many issues in a sometimes cyclical way 

that problematizes stereotypical images of resilience. In these ways, Coles’s demonstrates 

the modes in which the presentation of a story could affect the development of resilient 

responses in young people indirectly, or at least reflect their situation accurately and 

constructively. 
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Conflict: The Development of Vulnerability 

“The reason for evil in the world is that people are not able to tell their stories.” 

 —Carl Gustav Jung 

 

In the context of this study, this pronouncement from Carl Jung could be viewed 

in two ways.  The first is the way in which individuals are unable to tell their stories, 

through whatever lack of expression, mental block, or inability to develop a narrative.  

The second view of Jung’s quote is the way in which individuals, and entire groups, are 

unable to tell their stories because society has blocked them from doing so.  On a large 

scale, these are the disadvantaged or at-risk who, by nature of their position, have little 

voice and therefore little power to ignite the social change necessary to improve their 

position.  In volumes II and III
29

 of Children of Crisis, Coles examines one of the most 

important factors leading to disadvantage and risk: poverty.  He conducts a study of the 

rural poor and the urban poor in the United States, respectively, and describes the life of a 

boy named Tom, whose situation is an example of society interfering with a person’s 

ability to tell his story. 

Tom’s story demonstrates the complex interplay of risk and protective factors that 

can serve to either help a child or overpower him. Tom was the son of migrant workers, 

traveling up and down the East coast.  Coles met with him regularly from age five to 
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seven, and then visited him periodically for years afterward.  In their sessions, Tom in his 

own way revealed what he was learning about life and his place in it. As a migrant child, 

Tom had no home or possessions. He could not stay long in any school, and his family 

knew to move along to a new farm quickly to avoid problems with the police.  At a 

young age, he knew the frustrations his parents faced in trying to survive on unfair wages 

when “‘they’ll just double-cross you and go back on their promise, and you’re left with 

almost nothing, and there isn’t much you can do, so you move on and hope it won’t keep 

happening like that, no sir.’”
30

  Tom was born a migrant worker, grew up a migrant 

worker, and remains a migrant worker. Each year of his childhood saw a similar pattern 

of migration and the same little struggles and victories of everyday life.  The cycle 

continues without much hope of escape offered.  Coles notes that at the time of writing, 

Tom “lives with a woman and he is a father and like his parents he is a migrant farm 

worker.”
31

  Tom was fourteen years old at the time of writing.   

His sad story tells of adaptation and struggle falling flat in the face of 

insurmountable circumstances.  In this situation, the migrant workers’ adaptation reveals 

a strong and determined group of people.  However, Tom’s story is one of survival, not 

successful change or a heroic escape from adverse circumstances.  His premature exit 

from childhood, among other things, signals the lack of proper development his 

impoverished position offered him and the inevitability of continuing in the cycle into 

which he was born.  In many of Coles’s stories, it is difficult to predict which young 

person will demonstrate resilience and which will not because the risk and protective 

factors are so complex.  However, in this case, Coles makes it clear that extreme poverty 
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far outweighs other risk factors and thus is a much stronger predictor of success or 

failure.  Tom’s story of migrant life and his rapid acceptance of the “facts of life,” 

coupled with Coles’s struggle to do justice to his story, creates a rich, layered picture.  

From it, the reader can connect with real characters, places, and conflicts.  Coles’s 

balance of societal and individual pressures reflects risk and resilience studies’ shift of 

“focus beyond the individual to a recognition of systemic factors that can create problems 

as well as ameliorate them.”
32

 

While Coles carefully emphasizes the strength and resourcefulness of these young 

people who find ways to survive in incredible circumstances, he cannot deny that the risk 

presented by extreme poverty is such that no amount of emotional or social support can 

counteract it.  Children growing up with a lack of access to food, education, healthcare, 

and other basic resources face serious physical and psychological issues. He does not 

want “to deny these American children the efforts they make every day—to live, to make 

sense of the world…Nor do I wish to deny these children their awful struggles, which in 

sum amount to a kind of continuing, indeed endless chaos.  It is all too easy, as I must 

keep on saying, for a doctor like me to do either—see only ruined lives or see only the 

courageous and the heroic in these children.”
33

  Given the circumstances, he continues to 

extol the virtues of these children and their families.  However, in the end, Coles focuses 

on the devastation Tom and other migrant children suffer, and this emphasis is important 

because it reiterates the fact that extreme poverty cannot be discounted.   

By shifting the blame, Coles shows that a child is not born resilient; neither does 

he necessarily “earn” resilience.  Rather, a child’s natural abilities can interact with the 
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right resources and support to build a resilient response to stressors. Within this context, a 

child like Ruby can face an incredible challenge and succeed.  A child’s resilience in this 

sense speaks more to her network of help and guidance than to her personal courage or 

persistence.  On the other hand, a vulnerable child like Tom not protected by resources 

and support, while displaying incredible bravery and strength, cannot measure success by 

normal standards of health and achievement. Instead, Tom’s mere survival is praised as 

the accomplishment it is.  His story calls for the meeting of basic needs as the beginning 

of the resilience-building process.  Coles’s presentation of resilience in his stories as a 

complex and contextually-based process is particularly beneficial because while a child’s 

innate traits may not be changeable, his circumstances are.   

 Coles grapples throughout the series with this dilemma of individual control and 

agency versus the influence of powerful societal structures.  On the one hand, if he 

credits the individual too much for overcoming adversity, he is discounting the hugely 

detrimental effects of adversity.  On the other hand, if he laments the terrible effects of 

those larger influences, he risks taking control from people instead of empowering them, 

not to mention offending a certain sense of dignity and respect for human strength and 

spirit.  This is the line that Coles, like other social scientists, must constantly walk. In the 

discussion of psychological resilience, too much attention to individual success discredits 

the person by downplaying his dilemma, while too little discounts the person’s incredible 

adaptive capacities.  To focus disproportionately on one or the other is an especially 

detrimental error to those who are already disadvantaged.  

Although Coles feels compelled to focus on the system that denies children like 

Tom a chance to build resilience, he tempers this kind of sad story with stories of other 
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children who are able to improve their own situations. Social studies emphasize the fact 

that people are not influenced by isolated environmental factors in a vacuum. Instead, 

many factors interact together, and the individual appropriates his experience in his own 

creative way.  For example, in Volume I he points out how Ruby used the difficult 

circumstance of a huge, empty school positively by taking advantage of the opportunity 

to have her own teacher.  She uses something negative in a positive, adaptive way to 

achieve her goals. Coles empowers the disadvantaged by acknowledging Ruby’s ability 

to appropriate her experiences in her own creative way.   

 

Conflict: The Development of Vulnerability 

After establishing the setting for adversity, the next step toward investigating the 

children who excel despite adversity is to study those who do not and the nature of the 

adversity that prevents them from doing so. It is important to understand the rule before 

understanding exceptions to the rule to keep a realistic perspective. Resilience is 

essentially “defined as a positive outcome in the context of risk, or factors known to be 

associated with negative outcomes. Explicit within this definition is the requirement of 

risk, in addition to a positive outcome.”
34

  Thus, it is important to understand the 

adversity that, more often than not, affects children like Tom negatively.  

As Tom’s story demonstrates, the investigation of vulnerability reveals the rich 

interconnectedness of psycho-social factors and the far-reaching effects of adversity on 

the developmental process. The complex interplay between risk and resilience means that 

there is no traceable line from cause to effect but rather a web of reasons and results 

about which one can only attempt to map the pattern over time.  This observance over 

                                                 
34
 Vanderbilt, “Conceptualizing and Re-Evaluating Resilience,” 31.  



 30 

time has been key to detecting observable and quantifiable results in the field of 

resilience studies.  Numerous studies over the past several decades have collaborated 

results to bring the conclusions and general theories in use today, including longitudinal 

studies in Hawaii and New York.
35

 

Vulnerability and resilience are elements of a complex interaction that influences 

one’s reaction to life’s stresses.  Chronic stress, such as that caused by an alcoholic 

parent, can cause health problems, such as lower immunity, as well as mental health 

problems, such as anxiety disorders.
36

 Cultural understanding and government policy 

reinforce the idea that children are especially vulnerable to stress and trauma due to their 

lack of defenses in society and their various stages of uncompleted development.  For this 

reason, it is especially important to find ways to protect our youngest citizens from high-

risk situations that take advantage of their more fragile circumstances.  Common sense 

prevention also suggests that improving the lives of children today will produce a better 

society of adults tomorrow. 

Researchers use the term “risk factor” to refer to particular aspects of a child or 

his situation that are likely to cause harmful effects.  Risk factors are those that increase a 

child’s chance of negative outcomes, such as poverty, health problems, lack of access to 

healthcare and education, or abusive, divorced, absent, addicted, or incarcerated parents. 

The term “at-risk” is vague because it conveys increased probability of a wide variety of 

negative outcomes, including addiction, incarceration, mental troubles, poverty, poor 

academic performance, early parenthood, etc. However, a particular aspect of one child’s 
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life may act as a risk factor even when the same trait does not act in that capacity for 

another child.  Some factors are agreed to be negative across the board (like poverty), but 

the consequences still differ based upon its influence in the child’s life and her perception 

of it.
37

  So, although one should exercise caution in situations that would reinforce 

negative stereotypes, it is possible to identify general risk factors for a particular group 

and make probabilistic statements regarding the effects of those risks. 

  Researchers have identified risk factors on three levels—the individual, family, 

and community.  It seems that children are vulnerable to risk beginning in the womb. 

Prenatal care, attention in infancy, and access to healthcare in early childhood are all 

extremely consequential factors completely out of a child’s control—an early indicator 

that resilience may involve more than a person’s ability or will to overcome obstacles. 

Risk factors on the individual level include aspects like genetic predispositions, health, 

and temperament. On the family level, they include issues like parental availability, 

marital status, employment, and mental health. Factors on the community level, such as 

the issues of poverty or discrimination Coles often highlights, indicate much larger 

influences, power structures, and levels of meaning.  Pinpointing risk at different levels 

allows different points of intervention. The levels of risk and protection also often 

complicate the stereotypes regarding resilience that emphasize only one level of the 

process—usually the individual. Recognizing all three levels and the interactions between 

them all is “important because if resilience is interpreted as a personal trait, policy 

makers may then use it as justification to withhold important services to at-risk children 

by arguing that resilience comes from within the individual.”
38
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In addition, researchers have conducted studies directed at one particular risk 

factor to find patterns in children’s responses to a specific risk. Extremely impoverished 

children display certain common characteristics, children who have been neglected or 

abused manifest other common reactions, and so on.  For example, there is a large body 

of research on the effects of parental alcoholism on children because it is a risk that 

presents certain challenges and produces widely noted behavioral patterns, such as poor 

psychosocial adjustment.  Some theorize that the difference between children of 

alcoholics who cope well and those who do not could depend upon a particular aspect of 

the alcoholic’s home life, such as whether the alcoholic parent drank at home or was 

continually absent.
39

  These specifics of a risk factor are a reminder that every child’s 

situation is different, and the differences are difficult to trace. However, since some 

children of alcoholics cope quite well, researchers must attempt to isolate the key 

differences to implement that information in efforts to help other children of alcoholics.   

Over the long-term, any child who grows up with several risk factors feels the 

effects in some way. Even a child who responds resiliently to stressors suffers the 

consequences of early risk in some way; he just has the resources to adjust to the stress 

effectively and buffer against the negative outcomes usually associated with those risks. 

For this reason, Coles does not discuss a child like Tom as resilient because despite his 

admirable adjustments, he still suffers many negative consequences of the risk he 

experiences.  John, on the other hand, is also a child from a high-risk group. He is poor, 

African-American, and the son of a troubled mother and alcoholic father.  Each of these 
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characteristics might be considered risk factors at the time, but he was at least partially 

protected from risk by other influences, like his intelligence, good nutrition, supportive 

extended family, and the role of mentors in his life.  Indeed, Coles even discusses ways in 

which his parents’ faults may have acted as catalysts for change in John and helped him 

build up the strengths and qualities that aided him through his high school ordeal, such as 

his sense of hope and faith inspired by his mother’s loyalty to her religious beliefs. 

In this way, resilience is used throughout the psychological research as a fluid 

term, not a concrete label.  Condly writes that “resilience is better perceived as a label 

that defines the interaction of a child with trauma or a toxic environment in which 

success, as judged by societal norms, is achieved by virtue of the child’s abilities, 

motivations, and support systems.”
40

  This is to say that a person is not absolutely 

resilient. Instead a person can be more or less likely to show a resilient response in a 

particular situation.
41

 Coles’s portrait of John, for example, ends with his entrance into 

college, but his successful graduation from high school does not indicate an absolute end 

to his susceptibility to the effects of risk. Rather, during later life events, John’s reactions 

to stress may move anywhere along the spectrum of possible reactions.  The hope is that 

he continues to respond resiliently, but there is no absolute establishment of resilience 

that would prevent him from falling prey to negative outcomes.   

Children who show resilience are an exception to the most likely outcome for 

their circumstances because an at-risk group is defined by the condition of multiple risks 

that make positive outcomes less likely. A particular population is not considered at-risk 

unless its members share several risk factors that make them more susceptible to 
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problems or gives them a certain disadvantage to gaining good resources, such as an 

education.  For this reason, risk factors are used as a way to refer to issues that 

probabilistically tend to cause certain problems, not as a fixed diagnostic label. 

Identifying at-risk populations is useful because it reveals a tendency that can act as a 

guide for policy and interventions.  Studies that demonstrate the correlations between 

vulnerability and its consequences for a particular group are vital in shaping social 

programs and school curriculums and resources.   

However, such labels must be applied with sensitivity.  Not all at-risk children 

actually experience the effects of risk as severely as their counterparts, and not all 

children who are facing real risks are actually in a visibly at-risk population. For 

example, a poor, inner-city child may in fact have a healthy, supportive network of 

resources providing adequate physical and emotional care.  On the other hand, a well-off 

young person with many resources may face less visible risks, such as being abused by an 

authority figure or dealing with the consequences of emotionally absent parents.  Each 

individual case is not always a cookie-cutter replica of what the statistics suggest is most 

likely to be true in that case.  Thus, it is important for educators, social workers, policy 

makers, and other adults whose work affects youth to use the expectations created by risk 

research as guidelines.  Workers can learn what to generally expect from a group with an 

at-risk background and can use these findings as guidelines when implementing 

appropriate programs and policies. However, they should recognize that children must be 

considered on a case-by-case basis and appreciate the huge range of possible situations 

offered by a large group of unique children. 
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Some vulnerable children grow up to become secure, well-adjusted adults with 

healthy personalities, relationships, and jobs, demonstrating that there are ways to 

empower individuals and protect children from the risk they face at home or elsewhere. 

This percentage of at-risk children and adolescents make up an important subject of study 

as the template for how to effectively intercede and respond to the needs of a particular 

at-risk population.  Their stories of resilience can best be appreciated when considered in 

light of the profoundly challenging obstacles that risk factors construct. Likewise, their 

stories should be tempered with the realization that most children facing the same 

challenges do not develop the ability to consistently respond resiliently to those 

challenges. Furthermore, due to the complex levels of risk presented here, the fault for 

these children’s inability to respond resiliently is clearly shared among many contributing 

parties rather than resting on the child’s shoulders alone. 

 

A Shift in Focus 

Studies looking at the resilience of well-adjusted children from vulnerable 

backgrounds focus on the power and ability of the child and his environment to protect 

him from risk. It seems apparent that studying the mechanisms of both risk and resilience 

together is a constructive way to investigate children’s lives. However, in past years 

scholars often gave unequal attention to the mechanisms of risk and adversity and their 

detrimental effects. Researchers since then have gradually corrected the imbalance 

through studies devoted to the children who respond resiliently to adversity, focusing on 

their psychological strengths and positive resources.  This change has been due in part to 
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the movement for a strengths-based positive psychology approach to understanding how 

people, especially children, learn to cope and thrive. 

In the past few decades, these developments in psychological and sociological 

studies of children’s development have reflected larger trends toward holistic, 

preventative health.  Even at the time of writing, Coles mentions his struggles with the 

often pathology-focused discourse of medicine and psychiatry.  His books instead mark a 

trend toward studying what is healthy and functional in people.  While many practitioners 

of Western medicine focus on the breakdown of development or function and how to 

treat it, Coles diverts from this method and topic in Children of Crisis.  He chooses to 

seek out people to study to document their stories and to increase his own and others’ 

awareness of an often hidden story of children in the US. This qualitative, observational 

method of investigation stands in opposition to a medical tradition that instead makes 

conclusions based upon a methodology in which people seeking treatment come to the 

physician.  By venturing away from a pathology-focused study, Coles is able to elucidate 

a wider range of human experience and meaning making.   

The trend away from a pathology-focused discourse and toward holistic, 

preventative thinking has been helpful in spurring research in the development of 

resilience. The underlying assumptions about resilience have shifted over the years as 

well. The phenomenon of resilience, as documented through studies of well-adjusted at-

risk youth, was first introduced in the 1970s, although back then “it was conceptualized 

as a stable personal characteristic.”
42

  People looked at children who seemed successful 

despite adversity and called them “invulnerable” implying that their protective factors 
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had helped them achieve an irreversible level of healthy adjustment.
43

  Most scholars 

today recognize that the concept of resilience requires a more complicated explanation 

than that of a child developing an invulnerable defense against risk.  Rather than a static 

characteristic, resilience indicates a “dynamic process that results from ongoing 

transactions between a child and the environment.”
44

  

This more complicated explanation requires recognition of both individual control 

and societal forces, which allows more of a space for the entry of psychology into 

community affairs.  With the changing focus, newer areas of psychology have branched 

into research directed toward social-policy-oriented applied psychology and community 

psychology.  In addition, positive psychology is a newer approach that emphasizes 

human strengths and abilities with a focus on increasing happiness and fulfillment for any 

person (as opposed to increasing health and functioning for a mentally ill person). 

The growing interest in healthy functioning and fulfillment implies that there is 

some significance to ideas of human purpose and meaning in the sense that people’s 

perceptions of their purpose and meaning in life directly affect the way they understand 

and interact with the world. Indeed Coles’s larger body of work has a deeply moral 

current to it, and his style and interests reflect the various influences on his work. 

Throughout Children of Crisis, he often cites the influence of Anna Freud and Erik 

Erikson, both psychoanalysts interested in children’s development. Erikson in particular 

was interested in the formation and maintenance of identity during the developmental 

stages of childhood and adolescence, and this interest is reflected in Coles’s work in 

many ways.  For example, Coles uses a case study methodology in which he studies 
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individuals in-depth over a period of time instead of gathering relevant information 

superficially.  He studies children across a wide spectrum of health, and this allows him 

to explore more of how people make sense of their lives.  His indirect exploration of risk 

and resilience also touches on issues of identity formation and maintenance. 

This emphasis highlights not only how children make sense of the world, but also 

why. His work seems to reflect people’s need to find meaning in their lives. It is 

particularly interesting to explore how this process of meaning making and identity 

formation are framed through story.  A sense of story, especially in an autobiographical 

sense, appeals to one’s sense of self and identity and provides a profound, overarching 

framework with which to make sense of the world. This frame provides a space for 

expression as well as an identification with the elements of story that bring people 

together in relationship to each other.  In these ways, the trends behind the shift from risk 

studies to resilience studies in psychology correlate with the increase of studies relating 

to story and narrative in the social sciences over the past several decades, and Children of 

Crisis is an early reflection of the link between the two growing areas of research. 

 

The Concept of Story and the Story Mentality 

 Investigations into the roles of story have unfolded across academic disciplines to 

reveal an increasingly layered and multifaceted conception of the word “story.” Story, in 

this sense, broadly refers to a narration of events. In this thesis, story is used to signify 

“life as story” in the sense that there is some unifying continuity to unfolding events.  

Story thus acts as a mechanism for making sense out of life because an underlying story 

means that there is a meaningful, ordered aspect of life. Throughout this thesis, I use the 
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term “story” to represent this underlying (expressed or unexpressed) ordering of events.  

Narrative, on the other hand, is the form the expression of a story takes, usually a written 

or spoken representation.  

However, the term “narrative” often gets used to recognize any expression that 

could point toward a larger story.  For example, Coles includes art samples from his 

interviews with children, and sometimes the art forms a narrative. In Volume I, for 

instance, the sequence of children’s drawings show their changing perceptions of race as 

the months pass. Story and narrative can be used interchangeably, but here narrative 

emphasizes the representation of a story instead of the story itself.  This distinction 

highlights the idea that the larger story exists outside of its particular narration, which is 

limited by the point of view and place in time through which it is expressed.  In this 

sense, Coles provides a narrative about Tom’s life as a migrant worker, but the narrative 

only captures a small portrait of the story of Tom and people like him.  

The proposal is that some of the insight gleaned from the interdisciplinary study 

of story can be applied to the study of resilience. Robert Coles is one of the scholars 

across disciplines that advocate for the importance of story and recognition for story’s 

roles in many aspects of human experience, including development and education.  He 

often cites the influence of William Carlos Williams, a physician and poet who 

encouraged Coles (a literature major) to pursue medicine. In his books, Coles frequently 

refers to literature and conveys a profound appreciation for the power of stories to 

influence and help people.  Like others before him, Coles recognizes the ways in which 

people connect with stories. This appreciation for the stories of fictional literature, 

however, also carries over to an appreciation of true, autobiographical stories. It is this 
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point of crossing between the individual and the concept of story that may help build 

resilience because it acknowledges the roles and functions of story applied on a personal, 

reflective level.  In other words, the same principles and elements that drive the power of 

the fictional story can be applied to real life. 

Resilience and story share a unique and dynamic relationship. As this chapter’s 

title suggests, it is possible to express even something as mundane as a literature review 

in a storyline simply by identifying the elements of story through which it is structured. 

However, these two concepts are linked more intricately than just story providing a 

format for expressing ideas about resilience. Indeed the very conceptualization of 

resilience is a reflection of its close relationship to the storied form.  Resilience stories 

have been popular throughout history; many classic stories in literature are 

representations of a resilient person overcoming adversity, from Tolkien’s characters in 

The Lord of the Rings facing evil forces to Barack Obama succeeding despite the odds in 

his autobiography.  These stories are popular because they are touching, heartwarming, 

and hopeful. Indeed the very idea we associate with resilience—overcoming obstacles—

is a reflection of the structure of story: conflict, climax, resolution. In some ways the 

study of resilience reveals a basic human desire to feel secure in the ability to overcome 

obstacles, and this desire connects people with the concept of story. 

In a sense, story is everywhere. The characters, settings, and plots of stories 

reflect the people, places and events of human experience. People connect with and 

understand these familiar elements that ring true with their understanding.  Kay Young 

writes that “what then an autobiography is, how it is told, and the drive we feel toward its 
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narration we conclude to be brain-based and deeply human.”
45

  Indeed this ability is 

considered a vital step in a child’s development.  People who lack the ability to form 

story are considered ill or disabled.
46

  People particularly skilled at telling stories are 

valued across many cultures.  Roland Barthes emphasizes the universality of narrative 

and emphasizes that “narrative remains largely unconcerned with good or bad literature. 

Like life itself, it is there, international, transhistorical, transcultural.”
47

  

Gardner notes that “the efficacy of the storytelling approach for the impartation 

and transmission of values and insights is proved by the ancient and universal appeal of 

fable, myth, and legend.”
48

  From Jesus’ parables to Barack Obama’s narratives of hope 

and change, story is important. It is a concept that shapes thinking and action and clearly 

plays an important role in how people experience the world.  Coles implicitly 

acknowledges the crucial role of story by choosing to conduct his research and present 

his findings in narrative form.  Given his emphasis on social justice issues, Coles’s 

tendency to highlight stories (instead of statistics, empirical data, or other forms of 

expression) indicates something of the power of stories to elicit human connection. 

Coles’s use of narrative creates empathy because stories lend an objective 

perspective.  For example, Tom was a boy traveling up and down the East Coast, growing 

up, and trying to make sense of his experiences.  His perception and experience of life 

was limited by his view at the present moment.  When Coles wrote down his story, he 

obviously presented just a portrait of that everyday life Tom was experiencing from the 
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view of a particular point in time.  By situating his life in such a format, Coles essentially 

created a character out of a real person.  Tom in Children of Crisis is a real life character, 

but placing him in story allows Coles to characterize him in a certain manner. In some 

ways, this placement limits him to a snippet of his true story and experience, but in other 

ways turning Tom into an object expands his story. It allows multiple points of view and 

creates a sense of continuity in time between his past, present, and potential future. In this 

way, it moves him outside himself and creates a larger picture of his experience less 

restrained by time and place. Thus, story may provide an important link to the 

development of resilience in that the storied form, by its nature, provides a bigger view of 

alternative futures that may not be apparent in the present moment, especially to at-risk 

young people.  By capturing time and objectifying the point of view in story, one is able 

to see the connections between past, present, and future events.   

Besides Coles’s published stories in which the writer and reader interact with the 

ideas of story and resilience, Children of Crisis reveals how Coles and the people he 

interviews are interacting with these concepts. On this individual level, there are two 

main avenues through which story is linked.  First, the formulation of narrative provides 

benefits for the individual in a number of ways, including social bonding, stress relief, 

and effective interpersonal communication.  This method generally involves habits that 

encourage personal storytelling and reflection.  A second (and often overlapping) path 

through which story affects resilience is the general adoption of a storied mentality, 

which refers to recognition of the perspective offered through objectifying oneself in 

story, as Coles did with Tom.  For at-risk children, this sense of perspective in place and 

time may give insight about alternative futures and inspire hope to work toward them. 
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Because Children of Crisis is based upon Coles’s hundreds of exchanges with 

people for each volume, it is essentially a multilayered collection of autobiographical 

stories.  Coles rarely directly addresses the storied nature of peoples’ perceptions or the 

potential effects of expressing this autobiographical information.  However, it seems to 

be a major theme throughout the series that raises many questions about the roles story 

plays. Some children may have found it helpful on some level to view themselves as a 

character in some larger, unfolding drama.  Discussing one’s role in family, school, or 

society could help children define their identities more firmly in an otherwise confusing 

world.  Identifying with a particular narrative may have given a child a sense of value not 

found elsewhere. All of these benefits acquired through a link to the story mentality could 

reasonably influence the development of a resilient response to chronic stress. 

 The idea of a story-based mindset is a broad concept meant to encompass the 

characteristics of story applied reflectively and intentionally on the self.  To think in this 

story mentality means to place oneself in the center of a continuing story and to recognize 

the value of performance. Storied thinking helps people make sense of their situations by 

turning life into a drama or performance.  If a child imagines (or recognizes) himself as 

the protagonist of an unfolding story, he might be more aware of the sequence of events 

in his life and where they could lead. He might be more self conscious of his actions and 

whether or not he would be characterized as a likeable protagonist. He might be more 

able to view his relationships with other people objectively and to nurture an empathetic 

response to conflict.  He might feel more self-confident by identifying as someone 

worthy enough to be placed in a story.  Nurturing a storied mindset about a person’s life 

is to infuse that person’s life with meaning and significance.  Presenting one’s life as a 
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story creates a plot and characters and climax and resolution that can be manipulated and 

modified. It lends a sense of control, creativity, and agency to the person in question. 

Identifying how story affects people positively does not address why it affects 

people the way it does.  Scholars from anthropologists to philosophers have considered 

this question, and the interest in the field is still growing.  One could view story as 

existing outside of its expression, or it may be the point of articulation that creates 

something. Most likely, people view narrative in a combined sense. For instance, telling a 

story is a social interaction, but it is also a crucial cognitive function.  The formulation of 

a story cognitively orders experience, forms memories, and thus provides pathways 

through which one can construct a sense of self or identity through remembered 

experience.  Young writes that “the activity of story production prompt then the 

production of memories, but it as well encourages an arranging of events into a state of 

coherence, consecution, and consequence-features of what constitute a narrative. We 

come to see our lives as understandable because of their apparent integration, logic, even 

order: our narratives and their consequent memories tell us that our lives were so.”
49

 

Finding the points at which people connect with and are influenced by story is important 

because it implies the potential for intervention.  For example, one might influence a 

troubled child at the point of narrative formulation by helping her reform a sense of her 

story, which would in turn affect her perceived role, place, value, and identity. If nothing 

else, this sense of story could create a sense of stability.   
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Climax: The Resilient Response 

 

My name is growing all the time, and I've lived a very long, long time; so my name is like 

a story. Real names tell you the story of the things they belong to in my language,  

in the Old Entish as you might say.  

 —Treebeard, from The Two Towers by J.R.R. Tolkien 

 

 

As Tolkien’s Treebeard character indicates above, there are traditions in which it 

is important that a person’s name tell something of his story (or in the case of the Ents, 

everything of his story). In the sense that a name communicates identity, it is interesting 

the extent to which people consider their identities intertwined with their personal stories.  

It is especially interesting in light of the increasing interest in narrative studies, partially 

in response to an overwhelming focus on scientific thinking. A Christian writer named 

Donald Miller has become famous through several popular books that eschew the 

economical language churches often adopt and instead advocate for the “relational 

dynamic of the gospel” and a return to a more narrative way of thinking and 

communicating within the church. In fact, he has a book set to be published later this year 

about how people can use the elements of story as a guideline for a more meaningful life 

(for example, by setting goals that create an interesting, character-building conflict). 

 It is evident that many people are attracted to this increasing awareness of story 

and its overarching role in people’s lives, and part of the appeal is based on the 

connection with storied identity discussed in the previous chapter.  Coles’s narrative 

portrait of Carmen in Volume IV
50

 of Children of Crisis subtly demonstrates the process 
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of identity formation and resilience building as well as the role of a storied mentality in 

that process.  Coles describes Carmen as a 10-year-old Mexican-American girl living in 

Texas. He recounts interviews with her parents that reveal the hard life her family lives 

facing poverty and discrimination from the local whites. Surviving as a member of a 

lower class and learning to deal with whites seem to be constantly occurring themes in 

their discussions. For example, in one of Carmen’s accounts, she tells of a time she cut 

her knee deeply, and Coles points out that a child from another background would have 

received stitches.
51

  In this way, his commentary in her story reveals certain features of 

the context and setting that illuminate the restrictions placed on Carmen’s agency. 

 Carmen dislikes school. When she tells her teacher she wants to be a nurse, the 

teacher discounts her aspirations by assuring her that “she would soon enough be 

dropping out of school, just as others of her kind do all the time.”
52

  She constantly 

struggles with the admonition that she shouldn’t speak up to whites.  Coles describes an 

episode in which Carmen comes home from school upset because her teacher had “asked 

her when she was going to change her dress,” and upon arriving home Carmen felt too 

embarrassed to even discuss it with her mother. However, Coles recounts that “she did 

quite explicitly and knowingly decide to use crayons as a means of getting something off 
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her chest: ‘I’d like to draw a picture of that teacher.’”
53

  She uses her picture to open up 

about her concerns, explaining how she wishes there were a way to stand up to teachers 

and sheriffs. She admires her cousin who did so, but he was thrown in jail and beaten. 

 Carmen says “you can look” at the sheriff and his men “and see how mean they 

are. They snicker, but they don’t smile. God must have been asleep when they were born. 

They must be the Devil our priest always talks about. They must be related to the disciple 

who betrayed Jesus Christ.”
54

  Her hatred for the sheriff turns to awe when she wonders 

how such men are allowed in the church. Coles comments that she often feels lost, 

uncertain, and confused as she deals with the “turmoil, exploitation, and meanness” in her 

life.
55

  Carmen’s observations and comments show her obviously trying to gain a sense of 

control in her life, by defying the authorities (if only in her home) and making her own 

decisions about how to feel in response to trouble and when and how to communicate 

those feelings.  Coles shares Carmen’s wish that her own children be like her brave 

cousin because “at least he stood up and looked the Anglos right in the eye. If I had one 

son, and he did that, I’d feel I had done a good job. If I had five or six children, girls and 

boys, and they all did that, I’d feel as if I was a great success in life.”
56

 

 Carmen’s definition of success conveys the extent to which the white people in 

power do control her life and influence its outcomes, despite her efforts to gain a sense of 

control over her own sphere of experience. She fantasizes about righting the 

discrimination and injustice around her.  However, Coles details her supportive and 

disciplined family life as well as her active, intelligent nature.  These traits could afford 
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the girl some protection from hardship.  In addition, Carmen seems to benefit from 

articulating her struggles, thoughts, and goals to Coles during their sessions, although 

Coles doesn’t acknowledge the beneficial role that his interviews may play. 

Stories with bleaker outlooks like Tom’s and Carmen’s also raise questions about 

the role of adversity. Coles points out that adversity itself does not lead to collapse in a 

person and should not therefore be avoided at all costs. In his discussion in Volume I of 

how difficult John’s ordeal had been for his family, Coles touches on some of the 

mechanisms through which adversity may be beneficial when he writes, “In a sense his 

crisis had been theirs, and they had all prospered under it; for their lives had found a real, 

tangible and significant purpose.”
57

   He more broadly highlights the issues of children 

initiating desegregation when he explains that “we can all agree that we oppose mobs, 

and children facing them, but if children must face them, let us find out why, and what 

will happen to them if they don’t.  When we find out what happens to them if they don’t 

protest, we will find out about children in daily subjection who have been asked to forfeit 

their freedom…What can be worse psychologically and spiritually for any child?”
58

  In 

this way, Coles examines the ways in which adversity can be psychologically beneficial. 

Common knowledge suggests that hardship “builds character” and that early adversity 

prepares young people for the inevitable obstacles of adulthood. There is some truth to 

this idea in the finding that some children from high-risk backgrounds not only reach 

levels of successful development and adjustment on par with their low-risk peers, but in a 

few highly specific scenarios some also even surpass the levels of their low-risk peers.
59
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Acknowledging the benefits of adversity definitely fits with the goal of resilience 

studies to focus on a child’s strengths and creative ways of adjusting and adapting. It is 

true that in some situations, difficulties serve as opportunities that help young people 

form crucial skills and values. However, it is important not to venture to the point that 

adversity, as a rule, is always seen as an advantage because it can only act in that capacity 

when balanced with protective factors that cultivate that kind of growth. It may be helpful 

to consider the possibility that the beneficial aspects of adversity could be gained through 

pointed goal setting and other artificially created obstacles instead of true detrimental 

risk. This distinction allows people to benefit from the character growth obtained in 

adverse circumstances without necessarily advocating the continuation of risk factors. 

 

Climax: Development of the Resilient Response 

Despite the findings linking risk and negative outcomes, the effects of risk factors 

do not always have to be as detrimental as once thought.  They do affect mental and 

physical health, stress and coping mechanisms, and inter-relational development, but the 

harm they inflict can be buffered by protective factors.  Like risk factors, the definition of 

protective factors is dependent upon one’s societal norms and cultural background; 

factors can play out differently in different situations. Sometimes a protective factor 

simply signifies the presence of something that its opposing risk factor lacks, such as 

access to healthcare, financial resources, and an education.  Other examples might 

include an adult mentor, a social support system, intelligence, sociable temperament, 

religious involvement, sports involvement, and supportive home environment.  The 

development of resilience is a complex dynamic encompassing both a biological and 
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social phenomenon in which a person adjusts and adapts his personality, skills, and social 

network to allow himself room for healthy, well-adjusted development.  Protective 

factors have the ability to shield a child from the negative long-term effects of an adverse 

setting in childhood by providing alternative ways to help her build coping skills, find 

necessary resources, and generally address the needs of crucial developmental stages. 

Like risk factors, protective factors operate on the three levels of individual, 

family, and community/society. For example, a child with high intelligence, employed 

parents, and access to healthcare would exemplify protective factors at each level.  

Studies have shown that there are several commonalities between children who are more 

likely to develop a resilient response to adversity on the individual level.  For example, 

Werner’s study demonstrated (and subsequent studies confirmed) that children with 

sociable characteristics and easy-going personalities tend to fare better.  One possible 

reason is that these children are more likely to find mentors, friends, and other effective 

social support because they are more likely to be outgoing in seeking help, to gain the 

affection of others, and to be confident in using whatever abilities they have.
60

  In this 

way, an individual’s personality and temperament do not stand alone as determinants; 

they mutually interact with the environment and affect the way people treat the child.  

Children’s individual characteristics are also relevant in terms of health and 

intelligence. A child with a higher IQ is more likely to do well in school and problem-

solve effectively in social situations, whereas a child with a lower IQ is more likely to 

exhibit anti-social behavior, develop conduct problems, and have trouble with the law.
61

  

In addition, children with “positive self-concepts and a self-perception characterized by 
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an internal sense of control” show a better ability to respond to stress, implying that a 

sense of confident control over one’s situation can influence the situation itself.
62

  These 

distinctions between innate traits and concrete situations and a child’s perception of those 

traits and situations again exemplify the importance of the outside factors contributing to 

risk because a child’s perception of a situation can be learned and modified.  

Children’s protective factors are also intertwined with conditions within the 

family.  Many key protections can be formed in the home, including safety, stability, 

structure, attachment, and parental help with schoolwork.
63

  Studies have shown that 

“authoritative parenting, defined as warmth and involvement, but also firmness and 

consistency in developing rules and limits that are developmentally appropriate” as well 

as “a father’s involvement, support, and connection with the child” both contribute to 

positive outcomes.
64

 A healthy parental relationship absent of violence is important.  

Of particular note in the comparison between Coles’s study and contemporary 

society is the beneficial nature of a double-parent household as well as the involvement 

of a child’s father because two adults are more able to handle the necessary finances and 

quality time children need.
65

  Strong family support has been shown to decrease the 

chances of many negative behaviors, although particular populations emphasize the role 

of the family more than others. For example, African-American families tend to view 

extended family networks as “a vital source of support to youth.”
66

  Young people who 

perceive their family as being more supportive manifest fewer problem behaviors, and 

youth who demonstrate resilience “have been found to identify more strongly with their 
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parents and to perceive their parents as more supportive.”
67

  Thus, it is imperative that 

children receive strong support and guidance within the family network.  

Research into environmental protective factors have shown that community 

involvement, social network, and mentoring relationships are crucial in keeping 

susceptible children out of harm’s way.  Extracurricular involvement, religious 

involvement, hobbies, and being part of a worthwhile group cause are all important 

protective factors that can fill in the gaps for at-risk children.
68

  These activities probably 

not only take up time that could be spent in less worthwhile activities, but they also 

provide goal-setting and social community.  They give children a chance to showcase 

their abilities and gain self-confidence.  At the community level, some protective factors 

seem to act as buffers for risks at home, such as the absence of parental guidance.  

A feeling of belonging and a sense of stability in community and school 

organizations help children with trouble at home, and this interaction reveals the 

complexity of risk in situations where protection can be offered at multiple levels. 

Community level protective factors also emphasize the opportunities for intervention 

possible through schools and organizations.  Although most studies look at the local 

community on this level, others have looked beyond the community to the society for risk 

and protective factors.  Particularly relevant in light of Coles’s work are the issues of 

public policy, discrimination, income and employment opportunities, and segregation.
69

   

Implementing protective factors in the community where possible is an example 

of a proactive, preventative strategy.  More research now is defining the role of protective 
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factors in healthy adjustment rather than emphasizing the process of illness and 

dysfunction.  Studies demonstrating the value of a child seeking help, maintaining 

confidence, and otherwise coping creatively help empower at-risk young people. 

Additional research is needed in this field to help de-romanticize the resilient child as a 

hero and highlight the role of external factors, to reveal in detail how predisposition and 

susceptibility can be overridden, to apply current theory to social policy, and to evaluate 

the effectiveness of changes in school and childcare. Even simply educating parents 

about easy ways to counteract risk (such as getting their child involved in sports, hobbies, 

and clubs) could provide a starting point. Additional studies tracking the effects of 

different aspects of a risk factor, the variability among at-risk children of a certain risk 

group, and details of the interplay between risk and protective factors are necessary.   

However influential protective factors are in the life of at-risk children and 

adolescents, the implications of the majority of resilience studies demonstrate the power 

of simply removing the risk factors.  It is important to keep in mind the scope of most 

risk factors.  There will always be a spectrum of some risk factors, but there does not 

always have to be extreme poverty, inadequate care for orphaned children, or a lack of a 

good education for entire groups of people.  With the available information about the 

needs of at-risk students from an early age, more sectors of society can take the needs of 

these children into account. For example, educators can create more appropriate 

programs to better serve these populations, lower the drop-out rate, and keep low socio-

economic groups from acquiring lack of education as yet another setback to add to their 

vulnerability.
70

 

                                                 
70
 Robert D. Barr and William H. Parrett, Hope fulfilled for at-risk and violent youth: K-12 programs that 

work (2
nd
 ed.) (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2001), 15. 



 54 

Possible Mechanisms Through Which Risk and Protective Factors Operate 

Statistics matching risk factors with negative outcomes and protective factors with 

positive outcomes are clear, but the mechanisms through which these work are less clear.  

A child’s genetic predisposition cannot be changed, but he can still learn coping skills 

and receive help from outside organizations and caring adults. So when researchers can 

both define an appropriate place in that interaction to intervene and isolate specific 

aspects of the risk factor creating problems, then they can learn the most effective modes 

possible for helping vulnerable children. Programs that implement protective factors do 

more than simply remove the opportunity for negative outcomes by filling a child’s space 

and time with positive alternatives.  These protections instead connect with certain modes 

of protection, like a sense of control, social support, and a secure identity, and these 

important elements are tied up with narrative ideas  (especially those that suggest a link 

with identity formation and maintenance) because they suggest the importance of a 

child’s inner-narration of her personal story as she negotiates her identity and worth. 

To address the original question of why some children “make it” and some don’t, 

I have laid out the complex interplay of risk and protective factors that contribute to 

children’s success. However, as more protective factors are identified, the mechanisms 

through which they operate can be more clearly isolated, explained, and replicated.  In 

this way, researchers aim to illuminate the crucial components that risk factors endanger 

and protective factors provide.  There are several notable threads of research that may 

speak to the deeper question of how risk and protective factors function. 

One important element in protecting against risk is the issue of control. People are 

more able to cope in or heal from chronic adversity if their perceived level of control is 
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high. Many resilience studies measure children’s tendencies to internalize or externalize 

problems based upon Julian Rotter’s conception of the locus of control. Too much 

internalization (in the form of anxiety, depression, etc.) and too much externalization 

(through relationships that suffer, etc.) can both lead to problems.
71

 On the other hand, 

people with a strong, balanced sense of control are more likely to exert control over their 

situations, seek help or information, and generally act toward the end that they will be 

successful.  Because perceived control is so important, one way that risk factors subvert 

positive outcomes is by nurturing a sense of entrapment, passivity, or helplessness.  

Given society’s flawed emphasis on the individual when considering the resilient 

child as strong-willed and persistent, it is important to note that this notion of control is 

important on the individual level.  However, on the level of public stories, it remains 

crucial to accurately convey that the control of the situation exists on many levels in 

order to influence societal attitudes and social policy.  In this way, it is evident that 

change must be brought about in different ways on the different levels because for many 

children, a realistic perception of one’s control would be devastating, not empowering. 

Martin Seligman’s research fits well into this concept of control. His work 

revealed that when a position of helplessness is continually reinforced, it is difficult to 

stop acting helpless even after one’s power has been restored because “experience with 

uncontrollable events can lead to the expectation that no responses in one's repertoire will 

control future outcomes.”
72

  The theory behind this concept views negative outcomes 

(like mental illness) as a consequence of a person continually being reinforced in his 
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feeling that he is out of control of a situation. In considering the role of adversity, one 

must recognize that the hardship can be beneficial when it arises from a situation in 

which a child has some sense of control and empowerment to act toward her own benefit, 

but it does not carry the same benefits in situations that cultivate a sense of helplessness. 

To the contrary, learned helplessness has negative consequences.  Children who “view 

the causes of bad events as stable in time, global in effect, and internal to themselves will 

be—once they encounter bad events—especially vulnerable to a defined cluster of 

helplessness deficits,” which includes passivity, cognitive deficits, sadness, lowered self-

esteem, and lowered assertiveness.
73

  In this way, one’s way of explaining the world 

interacts with the environment to form more or less adaptive behaviors. 

Another crucial component in cultivating the resilient response to adversity seems 

to be protections that at least partially function in terms of their ability to foster social 

relationships. This may overlap other important elements of resilience, but it is worth 

mentioning in light of the way it seems to underlie many protective factors, such as 

healthy parental relationships, mentors, or inclusion in youth groups, clubs, or teams. 

Coles’s stories demonstrate how people’s placement in their families and communities 

provides developmentally crucial relational supports.   

The idea that people function at their bests when in supportive, close community 

generates a number of interesting implications. In considering the benefits of storytelling 

as seen in Children of Crisis, it is unclear how much the relationship aspect of the 

exchange plays a part. For example, Carmen seems to benefit from sharing her thoughts 

and experiences with Coles during their conversations. Many studies suggest that she 

benefits through self-disclosure and the expression of ideas. However, she could also be 
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benefiting through the bond she forms with Coles through the formulation of shared 

narrative. In this way, some relational-oriented protective factors may provide external 

benefits, like guidance, while others provide modes for emotional support, self-esteem 

building, and a sense of belonging and community.   

 Protective factors may also function as cultivators of a strong sense of identity 

that later acts as a guide to young people and nurtures resilience in the long-term.  Just as 

relationships provide a sense of belonging, numerous protective factors may in various 

ways provide a strong sense of self. For a child to have strong (and positive) beliefs about 

who she is provides a sort of internalized guiding compass for how to act and make sense 

of the world.  This striving for a meaningful identity is a prominent theme in resilience 

studies since a secure identity seems be part of the results of protective factors’ 

interaction with risk in a child’s life.   

 Control, relationships, and identity each provide a way of understanding not only 

how the resilient response might be formed, but also how story informs that resilience.  

Developing a story to tell or write may be the means through which a child gains a sense 

of control over his situation. Placing herself as the protagonist of a story may provide a 

child with the framework for making decisions about how to act and feel and set goals.  

Forming narratives may be a crucial part of developing intimacy in a relationship as well 

as maintaining bonds and belonging within a social group.  In addition, the storied 

perspective provides children with an excellent vision for the “writing” of a personal 

narrative that both describes and creates his sense of self or identity. 

The shifts in research focus that have led to interest in these mechanisms hint at 

the deeper nature of resilience issues. The concept of resilience embedded within 
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children’s experiences, as well as Coles’s presentation of these issues, suggest that 

resilience is more than just a health, mental health, or public health issue. Resilience 

stories are often used to illustrate such un-scientific concepts as the strength of the 

“human spirit.” The study of resilience raises questions about the meaning of human 

suffering and the ethical responsibilities of people to each other.  These stories also 

inspire spiritual interest in the meaning behind life and experience and how to achieve 

growth and fulfillment. It is appropriate that researchers often investigate and describe 

these issues through narrative that is perceived as a less scientific form of discourse. 

Resilience studies appeal to a sense of unity amongst people of different times 

and places, and Coles’s connection to psychoanalysis and use of case studies links his 

work with the psychoanalytic ideas of myth and unifying stories.  People identify with 

certain commonalities in these stories, indeed with the idea of story itself.  Resilience 

studies hint at something larger, perhaps the underlying philosophical or religious 

currents implied in such discussions. For example, for some people the concept of 

ordering life through an overarching story implies the existence of a divine designer.  

 

The Personal Narrative and the Benefits of Storytelling  

As discussed in the previous chapter, story and narrative play many roles that 

could affect the development of resilience in young people facing adverse circumstances.  

Besides the adoption of a story mentality, the formulation of narrative provides benefits 

for the individual in a number of ways.  Although these narrative habits connect with the 

storied mentality, they are slightly different in that they identify with the person’s current, 

contextually-based narrative instead of an overarching story.  In this way, such a 
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“personal narrative” is more tied to the individual’s ongoing identity.  This concept of the 

personal narrative, or narrative identity, “refers to an individual’s internalized, evolving, 

and integrative story of the self.”
74

 McAdams argues that the narration of a life story is 

part of the identity forming process of adolescence in which the past, present, and future 

are integrated in a meaningful way.
75

   

People can use narrative to elicit an emotional response, to persuade someone to 

change his behavior, or to frame and interpret a social situation. Since narrative is such an 

integral part of everyday life, it would not be a far leap to conjecture that one’s 

formulation of narrative could be manipulated to have more positive effects or more 

negative effects.  Narrative also encompasses the perception of a story and the social 

aspects possible in the sharing of a collective narrative.  A significant body of scholarship 

currently explores the many possible roles of narrative formation. 

One of the most valuable findings in these investigations is one of the most easily 

applied: Storytelling, whether out loud or on paper, can have numerous physical and 

mental benefits, especially when used to deal with stressful, negative emotions.  This 

process of self-expression may be valuable for many reasons (identity formation, re-

mapping of cognitive ideas, reducing rumination, for example), but documenting the 

mode and extent by which narration operates is crucial in helping therapists, community 

programs, schools, and other services to address the needs of the at-risk. Narration could 

help form a sense of self, identity, or belonging. Researchers have shown that the writing 
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or telling of personal stories has numerous physical and mental health benefits.
76

  It is 

interesting to note the role that false stories may play in relation to the beneficial aspects 

of storytelling.  People who publish false stories create many issues on the public level, 

and people who create false personal stories in their own lives face problems in their 

relationships. However, the creation of personal stories would still have benefits for the 

teller in that he would be creating a sense of order and meaning out of his experiences.   

Although storytelling is such a powerful force on the level of the individual or the 

individual’s social interactions, Coles rarely acknowledges the role it might be playing 

for the people with whom he works. He writes about meeting weekly or more frequently 

with many children described as healthy and well-adjusted throughout long, grueling 

periods of change and trauma (in response to desegregation, displacement, etc.).  Perhaps 

part of the reason some of those children did so well had to do with the fact that they 

were articulating themselves each week to Coles during his visits.  The benefits may 

often have reflected the identification with an underlying story, but they also reveal the 

therapeutic effects of healthy, regular habits of self-expression and storytelling. 

 The issue of identity is one that often comes up in both resilience and narrative 

studies. Narrative scholars agree that selves and identities are narratively constructed.
77

  

People identify themselves within social contexts through their evolving stories, and this 

process of identification reflects the changing and dynamic nature of selves and 

identities.  Narrative construction is also intricately tied to the process of making meaning 
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out of experiences, particularly within larger socio-cultural contexts, and culture informs 

the kinds of narrative people construct. 

Some of the first studies to look into the beneficial effects of storytelling 

examined the effect of writing or talking about traumatic experiences.  James W. 

Pennebaker performed a series of studies in which participants took part in a writing 

exercise for 3-5 days.  Some participants wrote about a personal, important, traumatic 

event, while the control group wrote about a superficial topic.  Through several varied 

studies, Pennebaker and his colleagues found that those who underwent the emotional 

writing exercise demonstrated numerous health benefits, including enhanced immune 

function and fewer doctors’ visits.
78

  In one study, college students were asked to write 

about deep feelings regarding coming to college, while unemployed professional adults 

were asked to write about deep feelings regarding losing their jobs. They found that the 

college freshmen showed “small but consistent improvements in grade point average 

from their first to second semesters” and that 53% of the experimental professional adults 

had found jobs 8 months after the study (compared to 24% of the controls).
79

   

 These results demonstrate the widespread cultural understanding that “talking it 

out” or “getting it down on paper” can increase happiness and decrease stress.  Part of 

that process might entail making sense of one’s life, clarifying thoughts and emotions, 

and guiding the decision making process. Pennebaker goes on to describe a retrospective 

study in which they examined more closely the essays from the experimental groups in 

the three previous studies.  They entered them into a computerized textual analysis 

program that produced word counts for emotional and cognitive type words.  Those who 
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showed the most improvement after the exercise used the most negative emotion words 

and developed the most from the first day to the last day in terms of cognitive processing.   

The researchers then had independent judges rank each of the essays, including 

rankings on overall organization and writing quality of the essay.  The results seemed to 

“paint a picture that both the disclosure of negative emotion and the building of a clear 

cognitive story are important components of healthy writing.”
80

  Pennebaker also 

discusses the physiological effects of suppression versus disclosure. His attempt to 

determine overall quality of narrative faced methodological challenges, but his overall 

finding (that the process itself is what matters) holds true. His later research is geared 

toward making links with specific word usage, and some of it suggests that his findings 

are cross-culturally applicable.
81

 

Other researchers along the way have taken up the call to explore the benefits of 

self-expression and narrative construction.  Bernard Rimé and Catrin Finkenauer analyze 

the effect of putting one’s experiences and emotions into storied form, although they 

focus on the process of self-disclosure. In one study, they explore the link between 

secrecy and health problems.  They found that holding a secret about an emotional event 

is a source of chronic stress and is indeed linked to health problems.
82

  This type of 

research pinpoints the act of disclosure as the beneficial component in self-expression 

and points to the social interactive benefits of expression.   

Other studies have shown that although participants report perceived benefits after 

a disclosure activity, no emotional recovery effect is actually demonstrated in later 
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testing.
83

  The authors speculate that the key aspect of sharing then involves the “belief 

that social sharing of emotion is beneficial” and that “illusions of control and optimism 

may be critical to mental health and psychological adjustment.”
84

 It may be that people 

feel as if sharing helps them organize and make sense of things. These studies differ from 

Pennebaker’s in that a social interaction is assumed, whereas Pennebaker’s participants 

wrote about a difficult event (outside of social interaction) and still benefited. So, it 

seems that narrating life events is helpful both on a personal and social level. 

 In this way, the two lines of research show two possibly complementary modes 

of storytelling that can both be beneficial.  Rimé’s have implications for confronting and 

dealing with emotional responses to specific events, while Pennebaker’s could point to 

the long-term benefits of healthy habits like journaling. These studies demonstrate that 

story-based habits are helpful whether or not they are explicitly social. However, one 

may still consider private habits like journaling indirectly social in the sense that viewing 

one’s life through a storied lens implies the judgment of an audience. Even if that 

audience is imagined and speculative, it suggests an inescapable social dynamic to the 

story mindset because there is always the implied presence of others. 

Further studies have suggested that writing or talking about positive emotion can 

reap benefits as well.  Some studies have looked at capitalization, “the process of 

informing another person about the occurrence of a personal positive event and thereby 

deriving additional benefit from it.”
85

  This case may involve a process of both telling 
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one’s positive experience as well as perceiving a positive response from the listener to 

expand personal resources and social support.
86

  In one study, participants were grouped 

into one group to write about things they were grateful for, another for hassles and life 

events, a third for hassles and downward social comparisons, and finally a control group.  

They also tested for well-being and found that the gratitude group did show increased 

subjective well-being and positive affect.
87

  The researchers asked for just enough 

reflection to complete the questionnaire (not a full period of writing).  Thus perhaps there 

are benefits in the short act of positive reflection, whereas negative emotions require a 

more extensive “working out” to bring them to a point of positive reflection.  McAdams 

notes that “at the level of the life story, negative events seem to demand an explanation. 

They challenge the storyteller to make narrative sense of the bad thing that happened” so 

its consequences can inform the ongoing story.
88

 

Each of the studies mentioned above points to the benefits of storytelling, both 

directly and indirectly.  They demonstrate the importance of reflecting upon one’s story, 

and it seems there are healthy cognitive processes taking place when a story or an aspect 

of a story that has been neglected is revived, reframed, and dealt with. The issues of 

control, social support, and identity mentioned above are only three of the many possible 

mechanisms through which these types of storied protective factors may function, but 

more studies are needed to isolate the crucial components of resilience building. If more 

research could harness the efficacy of storytelling with youth, school programs could 
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reform their format and content to be more effective, which would in turn affect other 

aspects of society through improved health, decreased crime, improved education, etc.   

The narrated vision of life is useful because it provides mechanisms for modifying 

attitudes and encouraging the full use of abilities and resources necessary for the 

resilience building process. Being aware of narrating one’s life—and the subsequent 

construction of that life that this perception allows—can be empowering.  Children of 

Crisis is an example of children engaging in personal narratives and storytelling and 

experiencing the benefits of that reflective sharing. 
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Resolution: A Resilient Story 

 

 

“It’s like this when you live a story. The first part happens fast. You throw yourself into 

the narrative and you’re caught in the water, the shore is pushing back behind you and the 

trees are getting smaller. The other shore is inches away and you can feel the resolution 

coming… and you think the thing is going to be over soon. But it isn’t…” 

 —Donald Miller  

  

 

It may seem counterintuitive to say that story does not resolve. Indeed this chapter 

title reflects resolution as a necessary element of story.  However, Miller highlights the 

connection between story and life that this thesis explores by emphasizing the long-term 

nature of the storied life. In this sense, a particular narrative has a resolution, but life (and 

the deeper current of story) goes on after a particular episode ends.  This distinction is 

important because it seems the elements of resilience are often reflected in story in a 

narrative snapshot of one instance without taking into account the rest of the story—the 

alternative points of view, the continuation of the plot, and the dynamic nature of the 

characters.  In this sense, the greater story perhaps does not resolve.  

The storied form is not necessarily conclusive.  In a more scientific type of 

discourse, the results are the point, but often the point of a story is not the resolution.  

Rather, story conveys information through indirect routes (for example, by imbedding 

main messages in the character’s development along the way). In this case, the 

presentation of Children of Crisis is particularly appropriate because Coles’s use of 

narrative highlights his status as an observer instead of a researcher publishing conclusive 

results, which is in part a transfer of power to the people he studied. 

 Thinking of story (and the story of resilience) in this way complicates the linear 

trajectory upon which people often place those concepts.  At the beginning of this thesis, 
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I proposed that Coles was in part investigating the question, “Why do some kids ‘make 

it,’ and some don’t?”  In the following chapters, I explained the process behind the 

development of risk and the development of a resilient response to that risk. In this 

chapter, I aim to re-think what it means to “make it.” A child who grows up to “escape 

poverty” may be successful, but she cannot escape all of the consequences of her 

childhood. Exposure to risk manifests itself in myriad ways over a long period of time, 

even if positive outcomes (like income, health, and education) are prominent for much of 

the time.  Since childhood risk can manifest itself in adults in many ways, a strengths-

based framework provides a productive way to explore these issues through the life cycle. 

 As I discussed in the first chapter, Coles makes particular efforts to represent 

issues of risk and resilience in an accurate, contextually based way through several 

strategies, such as the inclusion of varying viewpoints. Volume V
89

 of Children of Crisis 

is an example of these strategies because its inclusion appears at first glance to turn much 

of his previous work on its head.  The fifth book depicts the challenges and struggles of 

the children of the wealthy in the United States. Including this volume in the series is a 

political statement in and of itself in that Coles is investigating the rich in part to discover 

how their lives interact with and affect the poor.  He notes that the reason he ever thought 

to do this investigation was because so many of the poor instructed him to do so, insisting 

that the rich would have more to tell because it was their decisions that controlled the 

lives of the poor (and thus the rich’s children who would control the poor’s children). 
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He also investigates the children of the rich to discover their own particular 

challenges and risks, and this designation is crucial to the series because it opens 

discussion on the types of challenges this group might face and breaks stereotypes by 

acknowledging the less visible risks some of these children confront.  In this way, Coles 

problematizes the dichotomy set up by the question of why some children succeed, and 

others don’t.  Instead, he implies that success, to the extent that it can be identified and 

described, exists on a spectrum whose measurements constantly change over time. 

With this in mind, Coles narrates a period in the life of twelve-year-old Susan in a 

chapter of the fifth volume entitled “Problem Child.” Coles describes Susan’s tumultuous 

childhood spent moving around the country as well as her parents’ overuse of alcohol. 

Her father works and travels constantly in his high-level corporate position, while her 

alcoholic mother stays home and runs the household with the help of maids.  As a 

competitive child, Susan performs well in school and practices hard to achieve her dream 

of becoming an ice-skater. She displays a profound understanding of her father’s (as well 

as society’s) belief that one’s value and worth pivots around achievement.
90

  Susan 

spends a lot of time alone as she grows up, and this worries her parents. 

 After an instance in which Susan actually ran away from home, her parents and 

doctor suggest she see a psychiatrist. Instead, she secretly seeks out her school 

psychologist and “poured out her story to him.”
91

  When he informs her parents, she runs 

away and is brought home again. At this point, Susan does begin months of psychiatric 

support.  She tells Coles, “I can’t figure out what we do in her office, except talk. And I 

don’t know why I feel better after I’ve left the office, but I do. I guess it’s because with 
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the doctor I try to say what’s on my mind. With my mother, I can’t; she’s got her 

troubles. With my father, I can’t; he’s always working.”
92

  At first Susan worries that a 

child visiting the psychiatrist is an oddity, but she runs into several classmates who also 

see the psychiatrists in the same building. They assure her there are many more children 

who talk to the doctors and invite her to “join the ‘club.’”
93

 

 Subsequent research has in fact confirmed and elaborated on the types of 

problems most likely to put wealthy children at risk. Studies on well-off, suburban 

adolescents have shown that they are more likely than “their economically disadvantaged, 

inner-city counterparts” to be vulnerable in several ways, including anxiety problems and 

drug use.
94

  These behaviors are manifestations of pathways of risk particular to affluent 

communities including, for example, parents who base their children’s identities on their 

accomplishments and cultivate pressure to succeed.
95

  A second source of risk for these 

children is isolation from adults, which is often a result of parents with demanding 

professional lives. Coles’s discussion of the maladjustment of wealthy, suburban children 

provides a critical comparison point with his previous four volumes.  The stories in the 

book serve as a reminder of the hidden sources of risk and resilience and suggest that 

stereotypes resulting from at-risk labels on poor or inner-city youth are misleading. 

 Coles concludes Susan’s story by describing her parents’ guilt and troubles. 

Susan’s father “wonders if it’s all worth it—the struggle he’s had to get on top. Now they 

are on top, but he feels as if he’s wading his way through a big, squishy swamp, and any 
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minute he’ll fall, or he’ll step into some quicksand, and he’ll sink.”
96

  Even so, her 

mother vows to be sober, and her father vows to work hard enough to give her 

“everything she might want.”
97

  Clearly Susan’s parents adhere to values (money-making, 

independence, etc.) that are not ideal for Susan’s development. Like society blocked Tom 

from telling his story, Susan’s family and social circles block her story. In therapy she 

enjoys all the benefits of storytelling discussed in the previous chapter, but this portrait of 

her life raises more questions than her immediate relief in the psychiatrist’s office.  

Her story as laid out by Coles in this book begs the question, “What next?” As the 

child of the rich, she will most likely enjoy good healthcare, education, and employment 

opportunities in her future. However, if she succumbs to severe depression or alcoholism 

it would be difficult to think of her as successful.  Thus, this chapter aims to illuminate 

some ways in which scholars can answer these questions about the long-term effects of 

risk and resilience and the unresolved nature of life stories, as well as construct 

applications that promote storied protective factors and address these time concerns. 

 

Resolution: Development of a Resilient Story 

Because resilience is not a static characteristic, its development is not the result of 

a one-time, linear process.  Indeed “there is increasing recognition that the effects of risk 

persist over time or emerge in unexpected ways.”
98

  Thus, a child who consistently 

responds resiliently to stress in one stage of life may find that another stage’s harsher 

demands do not allow the same results.  Or, even a child who grows up with a regular 

tendency to respond resiliently and who becomes successful may find that despite 
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success, certain habits, anxieties, or problems still plague him (even if they don’t prevent 

him from responding resiliently).  In this way, the effects of risk are also a quality of life 

and fulfillment issue that may require mediation on a profound level.  The therapeutic 

benefits of storytelling discussed in the previous chapter may in fact be a strategy for 

deeper healing that results in a happier, more fulfilled perception of life with fewer 

nagging manifestations of early risk (as opposed to a strategy for building resilience to 

buffer against larger, more detrimental effects of risk). 

The previous chapters’ analysis of story has demonstrated that the use of storied 

concepts and storytelling habits are not a form of escapism from reality, but rather an 

active engagement with reality.  Interacting in a storied way provides a mode for meaning 

making and coming to terms with one’s situation.  The benefits of storytelling reveal the 

ways in which story helps people make sense of their worlds. In the same vein, the 

popular discourse often treats resilience as a one-time escape.  The classic story of 

resilience is the person from a tough background who escapes his circumstances despite 

the odds and lives a happy life in a completely new situation. However, in reality even 

those who demonstrate resilience do not usually completely “escape” their circumstances.  

Research indicates that the effects of risk factors in childhood can have lifelong 

consequences, such that even people who escape their circumstances still deal with 

problems resulting from those situations that shaped them in early development.
99

  For 

example, even if Susan grows up and exhibits major positive outcomes (a job, health, 

education, etc.), she still may suffer from depression or destructive interpersonal habits.  

Thus, the idea of escape is not the purpose of cultivating resilience. Rather, resilience 
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research seeks engagement with the challenging circumstances in a way that will nurture 

the ability to continue to respond adaptively to challenges later in life. 

One difficult-to-trace aspect of risk factors is their effect over a lifespan.  

Research has shown that risks sometimes interact with the environment and the 

individual in such a way that negative results are manifested in cycles, or after the 

individual reaches a certain point of development.  For example, an at-risk child might 

perform well and seem well adjusted throughout school, but then begin to exhibit a host 

of problems during the transition to adulthood.  In addition, gender influences when 

cycles of risk may occur since boys and girls develop at different rates and in different 

ways.  For these reasons, studies distinguish the particular scope of their results to 

differentiate between the effects of early risk in the short-term and over the long-term. 

 The link between story and resilience is particularly salient here because 

interventions intending to cultivate resilience must focus on the long-term through the 

adjustment of habits, attitudes, and mindsets rather than focusing on one-time fixes or 

short-term changes. The storied mentality discussed in the second chapter and the story-

based habits discussed in the third are two pathways through which story could move to 

stimulate the long-term attitudes necessary to address adversity over a lifespan.  These 

pathways’ role in forming a strong, internalized sense of identity is important because it 

is a long-term characteristic that can react dynamically to changing circumstances. 

 

Applications for Children  

The struggle for social scientists like Robert Coles is to find a way to put the 

theories and findings into practice.  The idea is to find a way to help children like John, 
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Tom, Carmen, and Susan live resilient life stories. For example, community 

psychologists strive to remedy social inequality through studies and programs that change 

mindsets regarding particular forms of discrimination, which decreases risk for many 

young people. Some applications are obvious. Extreme poverty, violence, abuse, and 

neglect in the life of children in the US should be eradicated through public policy and 

programs.  Protection against less extreme risks, such as the social trends toward divorce 

and single parent households, are not as direct.  Studies suggest that children and their 

families and communities can cope with the increased levels of divorce and paternal 

absence through extended kinship networks and community programs. However, 

community workers have to find creative ways to encourage people to utilize the personal 

and family coping techniques that have proven effective for some children, especially 

since some subgroups and populations within the US have widely varying cultural values. 

What is certain is that the US must work to protect its children. The government 

has taken steps over the years to protect young people through laws regarding labor, sex, 

marriage, drugs, alcohol, etc.  However, over the years the US has not continued to lead 

in this regard. According to the New York Times, the US is the only country in the 

United Nations (other than Somalia) that has not ratified the 1990 Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, which names such rights as the right to life and the right to not be 

exploited.  Obviously, there are a host of political concerns in the US that are preventing 

children from receiving their due attention and care. 

 In Children of Crisis, Coles frequently refers to the important role of the school in 

the lives of children and its potential as a crucial hub for the application of resilience-

building findings. Schools are the major mode of influence for the government and 
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society to implement curriculum, extracurricular activities, interventions, free food 

programs, and other protections for children. Teachers, coaches, and other supportive 

adults in the school setting can be particularly influential for at-risk children.  

In addition, it seems that any time interventions can implement a focus on 

narrative habits and a story-based mindset, they should be taken into consideration.  

Narrative habits are already somewhat recognized through some extracurricular activities 

or school-based programs.  For example, some classes or programs encourage journaling 

and creative writing.  These sometimes mimic programs like the Freedom Writers in 

California, a group whose teacher began a journal writing assignment to get her students 

writing more (the process of which eventually became a book and a movie).  The 

journaling assignment was meant to be regular, autobiographical writing, which offered a 

chance for at-risk young people to find a voice for their stories.   

Other extracurricular programs implement story based protective factors in 

different ways.  Big Brothers, Big Sisters, for example, is an organization that 

implements mentoring relationships, which often emphasize the role of the mentor in 

demonstrating alternative paths for the future and, in a sense, re-examining the personal 

narrative by holding children accountable to high standards.  After school programs, 

clubs, sports, and church youth groups sometimes offer similar protections. They 

emphasize reflection to better a child’s performance in a given role, help reveal 

alternative paths for the future, and clarify a child’s sense of identity. The studies on 

storytelling also suggest that targeted writing or storytelling habits within any program 

may be helpful. For example, brief assignments that ask for a narrative of a negative 

experience could be an extremely insightful, easy, low-cost way to build resilient habits. 
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In one study, researchers looked at the effect of a “Storytelling for Empowerment 

Program” on the alcohol and marijuana use in high-risk middle schoolers.  The study 

sought to integrate findings on risk and resilience by pairing a positive peer group and the 

teaching of positive cultural identity with “storytelling and art for emotional 

expression.”
100

   The students participated in interactive lessons from the Storytelling 

Powerbook available from the WHEEL Council.  In a comparison between participant 

schools and control schools, the students participating in the program showed decreased 

use of alcohol and marijuana.  The discussion of these results cites past programs and 

studies and notes that the main differences leading to success in this program may be 

more time invested and the interactive nature of the program.  The authors note that the 

program deals with “cognitive problem solving skills and addressing unconscious 

emotional issues which motivate substance abuse through symbols and archetypes in 

stories.”
101

  This observation highlights increasingly popular research into the storied 

nature of human life across disciplines. 

Given the development in resilience studies toward treating the phenomenon as a 

dynamic, ongoing process instead of a static characteristic, any application of the risk and 

resilience framework must not be so shortsighted that it does not see beyond the masked 

consequences of risk in childhood.  Risk obviously continues in family cycles, as 

circumstances, genes, attitudes, and habits are passed down to future generations and 

ensure a predisposition to similar problems on a biological and environmental level. 

Thus, youth workers must recognize the many points of intervention, throughout each 

cycle of development and across individual, family, and community levels.   
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Children of Crisis addresses this need through its heavy treatment of parents, 

teachers, and other adults in children’s lives.  Programs or policies to help children must 

always take into account their surroundings, especially their parents and families, because 

the protection offered through naturally occurring relationships (as opposed to 

organizationally-induced structured relationships) cannot be replicated perfectly.  

Environmental considerations are also important in terms of addressing the specific needs 

of different communities in different places. Since the publication of Children of Crisis, 

cross-cultural concerns will probably continue to grow in importance as the immigrant 

population grows. Youth and policy workers would benefit from additional studies 

among groups of varying cultures to determine the most effective strategies for working 

with multicultural groups, especially since minorities are often at-risk. 

 An additional application of the story mindset may be found in classes or 

programs promoting the arts.  Many programs and studies emphasize the benefits of 

habits like journaling or creative writing because they cultivate intentional reflection. 

However, a narrative can be indirectly formulated in forms other than writing, as seen 

through Coles’s use of drawings and paintings with children to draw out their narratives. 

In a similar sense, visual arts and crafts, music, dance, theater, and other art forms could 

all act as forms of self-expression and thus play a role in narrative identity.  Involvement 

in these activities provides useful skills and self-confidence, and the element of 

performance additionally reinforces these.  Bochner and Ellis confirm the importance of 

the arts in their discussion of art as inquiry in research. They discuss their research in the 

crossings between the humanities and the social sciences and specify that their “goal has 

been to produce stories that create the effect of reality…trying to preserve or restore the 
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continuity and coherence of life’s unity…The kind of stories we embrace moves away 

from the world of brute facts toward the realm of human meanings.”
102

   

In any case, there is enough evidence to conclude that the arts should not be 

treated as superfluous programs in schools. Lisa A. Rapp-Paglicci and colleagues call for 

additional research on the effects of cultural arts programs for at-risk youth. They analyze 

current research that demonstrates academic, emotional, and social benefits of the arts 

and note that “there appears to be an accrual effect, in that advantages accrue over time 

for youths who stay involved with arts.”
103

  Julia de Roeper and colleagues in Australia 

additionally point out socio-political issues of arts involvement relevant to 

conceptualizations of resilience and at-risk youth.  Specifically, they argue that policy 

and programs for at-risk youth focus on basic or remedial needs, while programs for 

“higher level needs” (including arts programs) are reserved for those not at-risk.
104

 They 

question the binary way of understanding youth and propose that the arts should not be 

reserved for the privileged. Rather, society would benefit from opening up access to the 

arts because the arts “engage alienated and marginalised young people” and “clearly 

provide a medium for ‘voice’ and identity.”
105

 They argue that the arts provide a safe 

space for non-destructive self-expression, testing “alternative identities,” and practicing 

new skills and ways of thinking.
106

 

Another avenue through which narrative could influence resilience in children is 

therapy.  Although this avenue usually applies to children who have been identified as 

                                                 
102

Arthur P. Bochner and Carolyn Ellis, "An Introduction to the Arts and Narrative Research: Art as 

Inquiry," Qualitative Inquiry 9, no. 4 (2003): 509.  
103

 Lisa A. Rapp-Paglicci, Robin Ersing, and William Rowe, “The Effects of Cultural Arts  

Programs on At-Risk Youth: Are There More Than Anecdotes and Promises?”  Journal of Social Service 

Research 33, no. 2 (2006): 54. 
104

 Roepera, “Challenging the Youth Policy,” 209. 
105

 Ibid., 221. 
106

 Ibid., 221. 



 78 

troubled or ill, it is an interesting trend to note insomuch as the principles behind the 

techniques can be generalized and perhaps implemented with those not in therapy.  

Richard Gardner describes various techniques for working with story ranging from one-

on-one storytelling to dramatized performance storytelling to games to the use of books.   

In his mutual storytelling technique, “the child first tells a story; the therapist surmises its 

psychodynamic meaning and then tells one that includes the same characters in a similar 

setting, but he/she introduces healthier adaptations and resolutions of the conflicts that 

have been exhibited in the child’s story.”
107

  By using these techniques to elicit 

meaningful stories, therapists bypass the negative effects of direct confrontation because 

storytelling puts the children at ease. Although they are telling fictional, self-created 

stories, the therapists are able to judge the representations in the stories of the self and 

others. In this way, the style of storytelling therapy with children is “based on the 

assumption, borrowed from the adult classical psychoanalytic model, that bringing into 

conscious awareness that which has been unconscious can in itself be therapeutic.”
108

  

The principle behind storytelling therapy is that the therapist helps the child re-think and 

re-form the way he narrates a particular issue, and this idea could be widely applicable. 

In considering all of these applications through which story could be used in 

programs to aid at-risk children, one must consider that any helping relationship has 

moral and ethical implications that must be carefully navigated.  Roepera and her 

colleagues, in describing the binary model that many societies use in their attempts to 

take care of at-risk young people, have dissected the subtle balance necessary to work to 

help disadvantaged populations without disempowering them. They argue that “young 
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people, policies and programmes tend to be siloed into the leadership or remedial binary, 

which is particularly disempowering for disadvantaged young people who are 

problematised as inadequate, even delinquent. In so doing, what this narrow youth policy 

seems to neglect is any attention to the broader issues of young people’s strengths, 

identity and sense of purpose.”
109

  They additionally highlight the weaknesses that arise 

in preventative programs where governments implement them with a token, quick fix 

mentality when programs for at-risk children should be “holistic and developmental in 

focus,” need to match the young people’s interests, and must “be respectful of the values, 

attitudes and lifestyles of the young people being targeted.”
110

  These specifications 

reflect the cultural sensitivities necessary for this type of work.  

These types of qualifications for effective interventions also reflect a need to 

consider broader reasons why children are at-risk in the first place.  Often at-risk children 

are part of a bigger problem of oppression, the reasons for which usually involve racism, 

sexism, and other kinds of value-laden debates.  For this reason, it is important to 

remember when working in any application meant to help the disadvantaged that these 

programs sometimes (often unintentionally) actually reinforce the flawed reasoning that 

created the inequality in the first place. To counteract this, “it is important for young 

people to have a sense of ‘ownership’ of the programmes and activities, and that they 

should be provided on an ongoing basis, for any truly long-term developmental 

adaptation to occur.  Further, the interventions, programmes and activities need to foster 

and promote agency and a sense of autonomy for a genuine ‘strengths perspective’ to be 
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realised.”
111

 In these ways, true long-term interventions can actually make a difference by 

giving the disadvantaged a voice through ownership of their own attempts to succeed. 

 

Restorying Children of Crisis 

While storytelling has many benefits, the concept of story still holds more 

potential for influencing resilience than just through encouraging young people to tell 

their stories.  The mentality of looking at one’s life as a story or system of stories has 

many implications.  The interdisciplinary theories behind the storied nature of life 

provide a lens for looking at the ideas of personal narrative and how “restorying” one’s 

narrative could provide a sort of restoration.  Resilient individuals could be described as 

people who feel a measure of control over their lives and who strive to inject some 

coherence and order into what could otherwise be chaotic lives.  Thus it makes sense that 

a resilient response to hardship would require a re-ordering of one’s life and story. 

One way to achieve this coherence is to restructure one’s view of life the same 

way one would restructure a story.  A disorganized story does not achieve its purpose of 

instructing, entertaining, or communicating information. In the same way, a disorganized 

life story seems to be less effective in achieving any significant purpose, and this lack of 

purpose psychologically affects people in a negative way. Cognitive reframing strategies 

are useful in therapy but could also be applied to everyday habits, youth programs, etc. 

For example, Carmen is a child who deals with a lot of confusing situations and 

disordered events that don’t make sense to her.  However, consider the possibility that her 

teacher or after-school program conducted an activity in which students write a story 

about something they are dealing with at the time. Carmen thinks back and writes down a 
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chain of events that upset her. Causal relationships she didn’t notice begin to pop off the 

paper.  She distinguishes situations she can control from those she cannot, and she 

recognizes that many of her troubles are not her fault.  When she took time to organize 

her story, she learned about herself and gained constructive insight. 

The idea that reframing or restorying one’s life can actually affect the life is 

significant because it reveals the mind’s power to influence the environment in mutual 

interaction.  The benefits of the story mentality previously discussed suggested a 

cultivation of the storied mindset in childhood to establish a habit for healthy long-term 

resilience, but it can also be used as an agent of healing in adolescence or later in life.  

Like the body, the human mind has an incredible capacity for self-protective resilience 

and healing, even after long exposure to risk.  The objectivity provided by placing oneself 

in story has moral implications because it reveals a judgment about what type of 

character does the right thing, what type of story is good, and what should happen next in 

the plot. Turning this critical eye inward on the life story can be productive.  More 

scholars are studying what constitutes a good story and what types of narrative structures 

and elements well-adjusted people place in their autobiographical narratives. 

Increasing numbers of “psychologists are beginning to see psychotherapy as 

fundamentally a process of story reformulation and repair.”
112

  Narrative therapy attempts 

to transform “faulty life narratives into new stories that affirm growth, health, and 

adaptation.”
113

  In this way, resilience studies and narrative studies can collaborate 

methods and findings to reveal new understandings of the ways people can develop a 

resilient response to adversity through a focus on strengths, abilities, and adaptations.  
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The two fields connect at the point at which a person is characterized and his life is 

storied because both offer an intersecting method for repair, revisions, and restoration. A 

person can regularly reflect on his life and evaluate possible changes. 

One aspect of story repair is rethinking the language and framework used to 

discuss personal characteristics resulting from earlier risk.  For example, traditional 

perspectives might say a grown child of an alcoholic is a passive people-pleaser who 

allows people to take advantage of her flexibility, and her personal narrative would 

involve the development of resulting relational problems. In the positive psychology 

view, the same person might learn to acknowledge her ability to mediate conflict as the 

story of a unique strength she gained through hard work, and she can use her ability to 

help her advance her career by diplomatically navigating sticky situations in the 

workplace.  In this way, negative traits can be turned into constructive ways of thinking 

by taking advantage of the available resources and focusing on strengths.  In fact, the 

benefits from the positive perspective could develop into protective factors (like self-

confidence) that act against the risk that helped shape the characteristic in the first place. 

Thus, the intention of combining findings from resilience and story is to find 

innovative frameworks that help cultivate resilience. By merging the fields, children can 

move a step closer to cultivating a consistent, adaptable, resilient response to stress by 

identifying with the life story.  Although the stereotypes often still point toward a 

resilient hero figure who escapes his circumstances, the real story extends beyond the 

ending of that stereotypical storyline to challenges that come further down the road.  For 

this reason, a goal of applied resilience work should be to influence long-term habits and 

attitudes toward the aim of helping people write themselves a resilient life story. 
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Conclusion 

 

 The concept of resilience lends itself well to inspirational metaphors that 

encourage people to “bend without breaking.”  Psychological resilience is linked to 

physical resilience through the image of the plant that blows in the wind. Strong roots and 

a flexible form allow a plant to bend instead of snapping in strong weather.  I hope this 

thesis has helped to flesh out and de-romanticize this metaphor by explaining what it 

means for a person to bend without breaking.  In particular, my aim has been to 

demonstrate that resilience involves more than a choice to be stronger, more persistent, or 

more flexible.  Metaphorically speaking, this thesis has examined the internal and 

external conditions that could give plants, like children, more or less ability to “bend” in 

adverse weather.  Some plants have biological advantages; others have environmental 

advantages based upon soil or climate conditions.   

In the same way, there are countless environmental conditions that affect 

children’s ability to respond resiliently.  I argue that a connection with story is one 

condition that can protect and nurture at-risk young people, help them develop the skills 

to adapt flexibly, and perhaps allow them to develop deep roots through the development 

of a strong, secure identity or supportive social bonds.  This thesis additionally 

recognizes that there are some hurricane force winds that have the ability to tear up even 

the most flexible and deeply-rooted plants in the same way that some risks, like extreme 

poverty, can disempower even the strongest, most able children. 

This thesis has examined the intricately layered relationship between story and 

resilience with special regard to its relevance to Coles’s Children of Crisis.  Like the 

series, this examination is partially a literary analysis, looking at distinctions and links 
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between a resilient story and a storied resilience.  In addition, it explored the relationship 

between the resilience of story as a shaping concept and the story of resilience as an 

unfolding psychological and philosophical investigation. Children of Crisis presented a 

complex object for analysis because it demonstrated many elements of resilience and 

narrative studies, as well as trends toward holistic healthcare, positive psychology, and 

community psychology before those trends really took off. In fact, the series is so 

relevant and informative in contemporary society that Coles re-released the series in an 

abridged, one-volume book in 2003 that has spurred more recent interest in the study. 

This investigation has also acted as a scientific analysis linking the quantifiable 

findings of traditionally qualitative fields. Portraits of children like Ruby and Tom have 

helped demonstrate the mechanisms of risk and resilience.  Coles’s emphasis on social 

justice is especially relevant because it balances common stereotypes placing the weight 

of resilience on the child.  He provides a clear indication of where political and social 

priorities should be by revealing how children like Tom often fell prey to the effects of 

poverty (or alternatively, how children like Susan fall to the effects of negative cultural 

trends, like a hyper emphasis on career).  His portraits of children’s narratives open a 

window to the complex interplay of risk and protective factors in which children interact 

with their environments.  Notably, Coles often deviates from common stories of resilient 

children by presenting complex, contextually based stories demonstrating the complex, 

long-term consequences of risk and the dynamic nature of resilience. His method, style, 

and content help achieve a more accurate, constructive view of resilience. 

Original research cited resilience as a static characteristic. Further research has 

found it to be much more dynamic, and this may be in part because a person’s resilient 
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response is part of his personal narrative, which is a constantly changing mechanism that 

helps shape identity and notions of self.  Identification with narrative highlights the 

unresolved nature of resilience as a context-based response.  In addition, interventions 

based on this sense of personal narrative may prove helpful to at-risk youth by cultivating 

healthy habits of reflection and narrative formulation, like journaling and storytelling, 

which increase the likelihood of positive responses and well-being.  It may also be 

helpful to at-risk young people, or people who grew up at-risk, to engage in thinking and 

activities that place themselves in storied form.  The continuity between events in time, 

multiple viewpoints, and objective stance may motivate people to make causal 

connections and moral decisions to guide their future actions in a healthier, more 

constructive direction.  The story mentality implies a larger, underlying story, which 

infuses meaning and significance into the human experience. 

Obviously, there are many more avenues available for exploration.  First, more 

studies exploring the links between story and resilience at different levels are needed. 

Perhaps these threads of research, in addition to narrative studies like Children of Crisis, 

will increase awareness of the challenges children face, as well as highlight the beneficial 

effects of a storied mindset for people in the US. This thesis could be further explored 

through the lens of applied anthropology. Or, looking at the same topic cross-culturally 

would be important, especially as it relates to the idea of community and relationships as 

vital protective factors.  In particular a cross-cultural study may shed light on the 

mechanisms of Eastern collectivist mindsets versus Western individualist mindsets. In 

another vein, this thesis could have explored in much more depth the level of cultural 

stories and human stories, or myths, that shape the individual storied options people use 
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to form their own autobiographical narratives.  One could explore the appropriate 

narratives available at different points during the life cycle and examine the symbols and 

archetypes associated with them in psychoanalysis. 

Another way in which I have implied that this investigation could be elaborated 

and expanded in future work is through a more in-depth analysis of overarching culture 

stories, specifically looking at larger narratives and their counternarratives.  This 

investigation could have explored literary strategies in more depth, particularly in relation 

to types of narratives sometimes deemed postmodern in opposition to ruling 

metanarratives.  Throughout the thesis, I have hinted at the opposition between narrative 

and science, and additional analysis would be necessary to cover this topic and properly 

address the implications of such a comparison.  In this thesis, I proposed that story and 

resilience share a dynamic relationship, but I mostly focused on the effect of story on 

resilience and only partially addressed the ways that resilience is reflected in story (in this 

case, through Children of Crisis). A future study exploring the other end of the 

relationship between story and resilience would be especially insightful. 

In any case, Children of Crisis provides an excellent starting point from which to 

explore the relationship between story and resilience.  Resilience is a crucial topic for 

studies in the contemporary US, and it is important to step back and recognize the more 

accurate pictures of the way resilience functions.  In addition, it is especially helpful to 

locate the points at which the concept of story intersects with the development of a 

resilient response to adversity because these intersections offer a fresh way to think about 

the struggles of at-risk children in the US.  In The Call of Stories: Teaching and the 

Moral Imagination, Coles recounts his efforts to encourage his students over the years to 
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connect their experience with literary characters, but it’s clear that he also recognizes the 

process taking place in which his students identify with the protagonist and use the stories 

to help make sense of their own ongoing lives.   

In The Call of Stories, he also recounts the early points in his career in which he 

struggled to think about his work and his patients in the way his friend and mentor 

William Carlos Williams encouraged him to—as people he was having conversations 

with instead of patients he was diagnosing or analyzing.
114

  It took time for Coles to 

begin to recognize that the same mechanisms that made his favorite literary characters so 

powerful in his life could also make stories of real-life people powerful.  His wife was 

disturbed to hear his cold, scientific presentations of the children they had befriended, so 

she began to write down the stories of child patients.  Later Coles began to write up 

“more biographical accounts of the lives of some of my polio patients, even letting them 

tell their own stories through the use of the tape recorder.”
115

  

Williams encouraged  “such a respect for narrative as everyone’s rock-bottom 

capacity, but also as the universal gift, to be shared with others.”
116

  Coles thinks about 

the children he worked with during desegregation and notes that “they, too, knew pain, 

and had ‘problems’; they, too, possessed ‘psychodynamics’; but they were also 

accumulating stories on their journey, as the New Jersey doctor, close to the end of his, 

had put it, and the stories were ones that begged to be told.”
117

  In this way, Coles joins 

the ranks of people throughout history who understand the importance of telling stories 

and the power of hearing them.  As Williams admonished Coles, “Their story, yours, 
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mine—it’s what we all carry with us on this trip we take, and we owe it to each other to 

respect our stories and learn from them.”
118

 

Just as I have demonstrated that resilience is a long-term kind of story, so Barack 

Obama’s pleas to the American people to be resilient during the difficult economy do not 

touch on a person’s ability to face one big difficult situation and conquer it. Rather, 

Obama speaks of an ongoing, everyday kind of resilience. It is the kind of resilience that 

provides the ability to let the winds blow day in and day out without snapping. For an 

adult who is no longer “ignorant of the alternatives,” this resilient response sometimes 

does require courage.  In light of the social and political issues raised in this thesis, it is 

interesting to reconsider Obama’s phrase, The Audacity of Hope.  Coles’s study reveals 

that children often continue in cycles of adversity not through their own fault or lack of 

hard work.  Rather, the social systems and hierarchies that prevent them from succeeding 

also propagate an image of resilience imbedded in personal achievement such that the 

concept of something as simple and unassuming as “hope” would be seen as audacious.  

My hope is that someday the voiceless children in the US would no longer be considered 

audacious for hoping to succeed. 
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