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Fostering Resiliency in
Underserved Youth Through
Physical Activity

Thomas J. Martinek and Donald R. Hellison

Millions of children and youth in our country live in poverty. And yet despite
the overwhelming adversity associated with poverty, many of these young-
sters are able to bounce back. The purpose of this article is to describe social
and psychological factors that help them defy the risks associated with being
poor. We suggest ways in which resiliency can be fostered through school and
community programs. Included in this are ways in which physical activity
serves as an effective medium for promoting growth and renewed optimism.
Guidelines for delivering physical activity programs for increasing resiliency
are proposed. In these guidelines are personal requirements necessary for suc-
cessfully working with underserved children and youth.

It’s 7:30 on a frigid February morning in Chicago. We are on our way to
Jackson School' hoping to get there by 8:00. Jackson School is located in the
Englewood District on the south side of Chicago. Englewood has the highest crime
rate in the city. Because there are no longer any businesses that can safely operate,
the people who live in Englewood are virtually cut off from the rest of the city. In
essence, Englewood has become an embattled island plagued by gang violence,
drug trafficking, prostitution, and dysfunctional families. The population at Jack-
son is 100% African American. Many of the students are budding “gang bangers”
who have succumbed to the protection and stability offered by gangs of the neigh-
borhood. And yet, the school doors of Jackson open daily, teachers arrive to teach,
and somehow kids get to school to be taught.

It is a trip we have made frequently. As we maneuver our way along the
Dan Ryan Expressway, we talk about “our kids” of the basketball club. Much
of the discussion centers on their struggles, whether they will all show up at
the club, and what type of “attitude”” they will bring into the gym that morn-
ing. It is a discussion we have had before, one that always reminds us how
incredible the lives of these kids are and how miraculous it is that they are
able to get to school at all.
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As we arrive, a few of the kids are waiting to get into the gym. The rest will
straggle in later. Most all of them show up on a regularl)asw. They look forwgrd to
shooting around and having us work with them on “moves to the basket”” and

ing “the threes.”

Shoouzll‘%le basketball club includes approximately 15 hard-core y_oungs.ters who
come to learn personal and social responsibility and baskfatballi. Wlth thelr.futures
so limited, our goal for the program is to increase their resiliency against the
high-risk conditions of their neighborhood. We have learneq, though, .that foster-
ing resiliency becomes illusive without a clear understandmg_of all its caveats.
Some youngsters respond well, while others appear to remain .vqlnerable and
easy prey to adverse conditions. What are the personal characteristics that make
individuals more vulnerable or resilient than others? And how can sch_ools and
other community agencies create environments that support tl_lc qualltxqs to be
resilient? These questions have pushed us beyond merely lookmg at at-risk fac-
tors. Rather, they have forced us to examine ways to enhance a child’s self-worth
ignity.
0 dl«’%‘he }{)urpose of this article is to help clarify our thir}kjng about resiliency and
vulnerability in underserved youth. Special attention is given to social and psycho-
logical factors that affect a youngster’s response to adversity. We also suggest ways
in which resiliency can be fostered through educational and community programs.
Included in this are ways in which physical activity can provide opportunities fqr
growth and renewed optimism for a better future. Guidelines for developing physi-
cal activity programs for increasing resiliency are prop.osed.‘ Reflected in these are
personal requirements necessary for successfully working with undgrservegi youth.
At the heart of these guidelines is the belief that long-term commitment is tanta-
mount to planting seeds of hope. . o
While political pundits often feel that a get-tough crime bill will cure the
evils of crime in America, we believe thata preventive approach makes more eco-
nomic sense. Improving the resilience in our youth will eventually rule out _the
installation of metal detectors in schools, policemen in hallways, and the bu11d.1ng
of more jails. We are reminded of this axiom from a snippet from Joseph Malin’s

(1936) poem, A Fence or an Ambulance:

... Better guide well the young

than reclaim them when they are old,

For the voice of true wisdom is calling,
“To rescue the fallen is good, but ‘tis best
To prevent other people from falling.”
Better close up the source of

temptation and crime

Than deliver from dungeon or galley;
Better put a strong fence ‘round

the top of the cliff

Than an ambulance down in the valley. (pp. 273-274)

Malin’s fence undoubtedly becomes the metaphor for resiliency and hope
for youngsters facing an uncertain future. For the youngsters at Jackson and others
who live at the edge of the cliff, it is more reasonable to build fences than have

ambulances at the bottom awaiting their fall.
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What Does It Mean to Be Resilient?

Bonnie Benard (1993) defines a resilient child as one who has the ability to
bounce back successfully despite exposure to severe risks (p. 44). Gordon and
Song (1994) refer to these individuals as “risk defiers,” “abuse survivors,” or “su-
per kids.” In other words, they have beaten the odds against good development and
have demonstrated the self-righting nature of the human condition. In all likeli-
hood, they have used protective factors in themselves, their family, school, and
community to rebuff life stressors.

Several studies have repeatedly documented “resiliency” in numerous popu-
lations. For example, Michael Rutter’s research (Rutter, 1985) with disadvantaged
children from inner cities found that half of the children growing up in adverse
conditions did not repeat that pattern in later adult life. Emma Werner’s longitudi-
nal investigations (Werner, 1989; Werner & Smith, 1992) with Kauai children found
that one-third of the children having four or more risk factors during childhood
were doing well during adolescence. During adulthood, she found that two-thirds
of the children who were having problems during adolescence were experiencing
successful adult lives.

Another population that has been studied is teenage mothers. The Baltimore
Study by Furstenberg and his colleagues (1987) was one of the first attempts to look
at the longitudinal impact of early pregnancy on the mothers’ life styles and the lives
of their children. After following a cohort group of 300 mothers older than 17 for 12
years, they found varied results. Mothers whose parents were on welfare and had
not completed the 10th grade were found to be more likely to be on welfare. Edu-
cational attainment (how far the parent went in school) seemed to be a main pre-
dictor of educational advancement. The children of parents who completed high
school did better in school than those whose parents dropped out at an early age.
The children also were less likely to become pregnant during their school years.

Probably one of the most significant contributions to the understanding of

resilience came from Elder and his associates (Elder, 1974, 1979; Elder, Caspi, &
van Nguyen, 1986; Elder, van N guyen, & Caspi, 1985). Their findings reinforced
the importance of families in combating the hardships of poverty. They found that
both the mother and father each played differential roles. Vulnerable fathers, who
were more affected by economic loss, were found to be more harsh in their ap-
proach to parenting. Mothers also were shown to be a significant buffer for the
children exposed to the harsh parenting of their fathers. In addition, adolescents
who were prone to temper outbursts and other behavioral problems also were more
vulnerable to harsh parenting.

The constructs of resiliency and vulnerability have their roots in the field of
developmental psychopathology (Cicchetti, 1990). From this perspective, resil-
iency and vulnerability are thought to be socially and psychologically determined.
Bernard (1993) suggests that resilient youth usually possess three main attributes:
social competence, autonomy, and optimism and hope.

Social Competence

The ability to interact socially with others appears to be a very strong trait
characterizing resilient children. Responsiveness to others by being flexible,
empathetic, caring, communicative, and possessing a sense of humor are examples
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; iti i se also ensures positive responses from others.
of Lh?,se social qu? lztllggblili‘rfllcrll%llll:ss and Thomasp(1990) have shoyvn thgt frqm
Studies By Ru(tite 1. resilient children tend to establish positive relationships with
carly childho? ")I‘liis helps to bond them to family members, classmates and teach-
adu“i?inc(:iogifxz:nity leaders. This creates a strong social support system for deal-
ers, a !
ing with 20465 . ity distinguishing resilient from vulnerable youth is the

ili A ma]ort?:tzl?:i)glfl:c:rll?ation ar%d challgnge from others. In our past work with
abiliy ™ nggc%ildren and youth, we have found, for example, that many.of them are
underS‘lr‘l,'ened to settle disputes through verbal and physical cqnfroqtahon. Ropald
Tarl lr’lc(ll 994) comprehensive literature review of resiliency in African American
Taylorl.;k this type of behavior to the actions of family members. He has founq that
yopth : nd adol%scents of parents experiencing economic hardship are more. hk_ely
Chlédl':; aosed to power-assertive and punitive discipline practices. Parents using
:ﬁesz prerl)ctices more than likely learned them from_their parents. These practlcetsl
are quickly learned by children, affecting lllow the}f interact with c!assmates. Suc
behavior is unpopular and results in rejection and isolation by their clgssma‘tels. _

The importance for underserved youth to acquire positive social skills is
underscored by Albert Bandura (1990). His research on self-efficacy suggests ﬂ:;lt
developing a positive social network can become cygllcal. He believes that indi-
viduals who can begin to engender trust from others will create a valuable re's;icl)u.rce
for nurturing self-respect. This will help to establish and perpetuate future social ties.

Autonomy

Resilient children also are autonomous. That is, they have; a clear sense of
who they are and can act independently (Btci:lrx}ard, ‘1_993). Mtost importantly, they

he ability to exert some control over their environment. . .
nave tYale Urfiyversity researchers Gordon and Song (1994) found the . maverick
type is more likely to overcome at-risk conditions than more cqnservaﬂve and con-
forming personalities. According to the rescarchers, they are parhculgrly a})le to swim
upstream. One interesting aspect of their findings was that some individuals were
able to reject the peer pressure of gangs. For example, some members were :db.l(? to
withdraw from gang activity at appropriate times to attenq more heglthy activities,
such as visiting museums, going to baseball games, and joining fne‘r‘lds at a local
swimming pool. They concluded that being goal—directf_:d helped the “autonomous
loner” separate him or herself to pursue personal achievement. This capacity to
“march to a different drummer” appears to be a main component of those who
defy negative patterns of behavior (Witkin, Moore, Goodenough, & Cox, 197’().

Gordon and Song (1994) temper this conclusion somewhat by .emphasmng
the importance of having a meaningful relationship with some significant other.
They underscore the important role that the significant other plays in modeling,
guiding, providing, and mentoring those who try to defy the odds against them. We
also believe that while being autonomous is helpful, it may not be enqugh to in-
oculate oneself against the enormity of problems; support from others is needed.
Gordon and Song are right in stating, ‘““The experience of accountability to, or
identification with, another person is viewed as a universal factor in human devel-
opment” (p. 36). This, we have found, is no less true for youth who are underserved
and at risk of failure.
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Autonomy also is helpful in dealing with stressful events. Chess (1989) has
referred to this process as “adaptive distancing,” whereby children can separate
themselves from dysfunctional family life. Berlin and Davis’ (1989) investigation
on families with alcoholism and mental illness found that resilient children were
capable of detaching themselves enough to maintain outside pursuits and chal-
lenges. Such distancing set them apart from those children who had difficulty in
maintaining positive relationships with peers and other adults.

A Word of Caution About Autonomy. Thus far, we have argued that if
underserved youth are to acquire some degree of resiliency, a sense of autonomy
must be enhanced. However, we have found that for some children and youth,
gaining a sense of autonomy (control) can lead to undesirable behaviors. Strategies
such as intimidation and abusive behavior, confrontations with authority figures,
and selling drugs are a few examples of the ways children and youth have tried to
gain mastery over their environment. We believe that urban and rural poverty rep-
resents a culture separate from the outside world with its own a set of values,
language, and rituals. For most individuals living in poverty, being autonomous and
in control have a much different meaning.

John Ogbu (Solomon, 1992) expands this thinking to the school setting. He
contends that while most underserved children, especially African American, af-
firm the importance of schooling, they behave in a way that gets them into trouble.
Their cultural values lead them to buck the system. Understanding the values of
the underserved has important implication for those attempting to deliver pro-
grams for enhancing resiliency. We feel that this is a requirement for teaching
mastery skills, such as goal-setting and decision-making, to children and youth
who don’t fit.

For example, one of the middle school students that we worked with from
the Coaching Club felt that he was quite in control of things. Skipping classes,
being disruptive, ignoring homework, and not paying attention were daily occur-
rences for him. He felt that simply getting to school, playing basketball, and just.
“doing his thing” were critical autonomous behaviors that legitimized his status in
school and the neighborhood. In his mind, he had “mastered” the appropriate stra-
tegies of his culture. Peer pressure and gang values prevailed in his life. Conse-
quently, getting him to set goals for better behavior and academic work was an
impossible task. We found that it was important to teach him ways to accommo-

date (getting to class on time or not sleeping in class) without disconnecting him
from his culture.

Optimism and Hope

Another critical feature of resiliency is a sense of optimism and hope. These
qualities enable the individual to set goals, persist, and believe that a bright future
lies ahead. To understand the importance of optimism and hope, we refer to Martin
Seligman’s work on the concept of learned helplessness. Learmned helpless chil-
dren feel they have little, or no control over social and academic outcomes
(Seligman, 1990). They will quickly give up when faced with a challenge or tem-
porary setback.

Many of the studies on learned helplessness have compared learned helpless
individuals to those who possess a strong sense of optimism (Dweck, 1975; Dweck
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] a, & Sanders, 1989; Martinek & Griffith, 1993,
& Licht, 1'98(;: El\r?l%l]]llilar;ll’lsl—li?lk:rgss; Stipek & Kowalski, 1989). Unl_ike their learned
1994; Martmet arts hope’:ful youth focus their energies on figuring out ways of
helpless F:Ounlfarﬁeng’es. For them, setbacks are only temporary—they's_ee effqrt
overcoming.® tricably tied together. According to Bernard (1991), re§111ent Chl!-
e sgs Htll?i); optimism and seldom demonstrate the passive behav19rs associ-
drel p(_)ssciss ed hilplessness. They are able to apply a_ltemativg solupons to so-
a?ed v ealj[tlive problems. Tied to this problem-solving ability is thelr knack _for
c@l and co'(gimrcsources for help. The Boys and Girls Clubs, commumty_ recreation
conte outsﬁ eches community colleges, nonprofit outreach groups,.Big Brother/
g?:tfrrss’ofg;r:izatiéns, and alternative school programs are but a few of the sources

that have been accessed by young people seeking assistance.

Sources of Vulnerability and Hopelessness

We have described how social competence, autonomy, and oPtmusrlrll :mc;
hope characterize resilient children and youth. Bemard'(1991) belle.vzg, t‘di al?s
these three factors, it is the lack of hope Fhat has the greatest impact 0:11 an 1r1t 1v1han s
vulnerability to at-risk conditions. Wlthout hope, she says, the nv[f oc : %f
one’s circumstance is diluted. It is important, therefore, to look at tle caus shas
hopelessness and its link to vulnerability in un(‘ierscrved yoth. Hope ess}rlless 2
been found to be related to two main factors: influence of significant others a
environmental conditions. Both of these have a profound impact on their percep-
tions of control and resiliency (Martinek, 1996).

Influence of Significant Others

Children raised in impoverished conditions are expo’gec_i to a multitude of
behaviors that reflect hopelessness and indifference. One major source of these
behaviors is parents or caregivers. Children are adept at observing how they r.<i-
spond to their own life circumstances (Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990). All chil-

- dren, served or underserved, look to adults for guidance. They will frequently ask

“why?” in order to understand their world around them. Interacting with adqlts
allows children to mature intellectually and to develop problexq—solwpg capacity.
For underserved children, where parents or caregivers struggle with their own prob-
lems, this question is seldom answered. ) )

Seligman (1990) believes that when this happens, children w11.1 obsgrve and
listen. They use what they see and hear from adults to assess ways in which they
should respond to similar situations. For children in poverty, the response of adults
to impossible living conditions is viewed daily. We only have to travel through Fhe
neighborhoods of our cities and depressed rural pockets to see the devastating
impact of poverty on adult life. In Chicago, for example, a trip down‘West Roosevelt
Road along the Hawthorne> housing projects portrays human misery and hope-
lessness. Scores of African American adults, mostly male, roam bac_k and fox.‘[h
along the street. Some seek order to their day by conferring with friends while
others duck into adjacent vacated buildings, trying to buy or sell drugs.‘OFhers
mostly look aimlessly among the broken bottles, garbage, and boarded buildings.

Amid all of this, youngsters stroll, sometimes with a mother or brother or
sister, either going to school or trying to get to a nearby bus stop. For these young-







