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Foreword

Firstly, I would like to congratulate all the contributors to this insightful and timely book. Un:Stuck is a gift to us all and an essential read for both older and younger generations.

‘What makes you feel most alive?’ Kate O’Brien asks in the introduction, as she outlines her personal reasons for bringing these pages to life. In this complex, rapidly changing world into which human children are born today, we know there is enormous suffering. And while there are myriad reasons for this, much of it is because our young people are not fully alive in their bodies, hearts and souls. No fault of their own, this is the consequence of a lack of authentic love, lack of meaning, lack of purpose and direction, with most young people today being pushed to seek success rather than personal fulfilment. Love of self, love of others and love of nature is the source of fulfilment, but many of us adults have taught our children to love money – and very little else. The importance of creativity and imagination is hardly highlighted in the classrooms, in homes or in the workplace now. If one is not clever enough to shine academically, then that young person is seen as a failure – hardly the recipe for developing well-rounded, balanced, happy and confident adults.

Wisdom arises when knowledge and experience meet, and Un:Stuck is the meeting place where these wise voices have come together in this timely manifesto for a more gentle, humanistic and integrated way of living.

As the founder of Schumacher College, education remains very close to my heart. I believe that the purpose of education is not to produce ever increasing numbers of consumers but to help humans become makers and creators, using their intuition and imagination as well as skill and technique. As former head of school, Mary Lyn Campbell, reminds us (Chapter 6), ‘The sacred trust of educators is to ensure that young people are prepared and that they are well rounded, happy, responsible, capable and ready to do the right things, at the right time, for the right reasons.’ In other words, education with hands, hearts and heads – and education where people and planet matter.

To make this happen, a shift is urgently needed – from information to knowledge, from seeing the world as a machine to understanding it as a network, from quantity to quality, from products to relationships. And most importantly, a shift from ego to eco: ego separates and eco connects. Ego complicates, eco simplifies. Eco means ‘home’, the place where relationships are nurtured, and it is our role as parents, teachers and providers of care for young people to create this home.

Everywhere we look and listen we are inundated with stories of war and hopelessness, but Un:Stuck reminds us of the kindness, joy and humanity that are right within our grasp, and through these pages we are invited to really feel into this by making some changes in our own lives, such as living more simply and seeing more deeply.

What is called darshan in Sanskrit could be translated as deep seeing – seeing that which lies beyond appearances. And this is what these wise, experienced contributors are offering – a deep insight into a better way of being in the world. To achieve this, we need to shut down our screens, then close our eyes, and visualize the wholeness of life and see with the eye of the heart that everything is interconnected, interrelated and interdependent. This, in my view, is the premise for Un:Stuck.

We all need money, but we need other things even more. We need a sense of belonging, a sense of community, a sense of mutuality and reciprocity; we need a sense of service and we need courage and confidence. Success is often measured in terms of money, but fulfilment is measured in terms of happiness. And happiness is one of the many outcomes of creativity. When I make something, be it writing a poem, painting a picture, planting a tree or cooking a meal for my friends, I feel happy. When I am walking in nature, watching birds or swimming in the sea, I feel happy. But our homes and schools undervalue these activities. Our one-dimensional mainstream culture promotes money and materialism, production and consumption. Yes, of course we need to earn money, but we also need to earn joy and learn to celebrate life. And this is the invitation offered in these pages.

Woven together like a colourful garland of fresh ideas and practical solutions, the collective contributions bridge the gap between generations, from older, wise indigenous elders, writers, academics and parents to younger activists, musicians and social scientists who, through unwavering passion and commitment, are rewriting storylines by empowering young people and guiding them towards fulfilling their deepest desires while also making the world be a better place.

In Chapter 10 Mindahi Bastida from the Otomi-Toltec Nation of Mexico writes, ‘We have to go from the I to the We. From the Me to the We. It is the time. And that is the reason we are here.’ The time is indeed now and I urge all readers to realize that essential balance between money and meaning, between having and being, between knowledge and wisdom, and most of all, I urge you to help and support our young people so they will flourish as they were born to do. The Further reading section at the end of the book includes many essential titles for all of us and I strongly advise you to take the time to read these.

All of this matters. It matters greatly and if we are to give this next chapter in our human story a fighting chance, together we must embrace our humanity and reach across the divide; we must listen well to our children; we must live lighter and live on less; and we must all take the pledge of The Children’s Fire succinctly outlined by Mac Macartney (Chapter 2) as we begin our journey towards a deepening alignment with all of life.

Only then can we fulfil our vision for the world of tomorrow. We no longer have a choice.

Satish Kumar

Activist, founder of Schumacher College, Devon, UK, and editor emeritus of Resurgence & Ecologist magazine





Dawn Revisited

I sometimes forget

that I was created for Joy.

My mind is too busy.

My heart is too heavy

for me to remember

that I have been called to dance

the sacred dance of life.

I was created to smile,

To Love

To be lifted up

And to lift others up.

Hafiz, Persian poet (1325–90)








Introduction

Kate O’Brien


‘Courage, dear heart.’

C. S. Lewis, The Voyage of the Dawn Treader



‘What makes you feel most alive?’ is the question I often ask my children. I am writing these words and bringing together these voices and stories for many reasons, but mostly because I know that many young people today have lost connection with the essence of what it means to be fully alive and this breaks my heart.

As the scaffolding of the old world has crumbled, everything we thought we knew is no longer, challenging how we as parents, teachers and providers have lived and led. Clinging to what used to be for too long, we are overwhelmed, technology rich but time poor, anxious to get everything right and fearful of the consequences of any tiny mistake we might make along the way. Our world is in pain. We are in pain and, fuelled by a collective deep sense of sadness and powerlessness, we are crying out for help.

Current statistics for youth mental health speak for themselves (see Chapter 1), as do the sadness, the fear, the loneliness and, for many young people, the anger that are ever present in their beautiful, vibrant young faces. For these teenagers and young adults, embracing their final school/college years and early working life through a screen at home was cruel and unnatural. Hardly surprising that college drop-out rates soared, along with rates of depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and other stress-related illnesses and suicidality.

Even pre-pandemic we were the loneliest humans in recent history. Our lives are full of ‘stuff’, but our lives are empty and hollow. Meaningful contact is something we are innately designed for. It is embedded in our DNA, yet loneliness hovers over our Western culture like a thick smog. As social psychologist Sherry Turkle, PhD, author of Alone Together, writes: ‘Young people are more connected than ever before – yet they are alone together.’1 She believes that an over-reliance on digital communication can result in feelings of real-world isolation and loneliness, emotional disconnection, anxiety and mental exhaustion.

We know the digital revolution has many benefits and that there is nothing inherently wrong with digital devices – it’s their misuse that is of great concern. History has shown how it can take time for society to adjust to major changes and we need time to learn how best to maximize the many benefits of these technological advances. But our world is changing faster now than at any other time in our history – and keeping up is proving more difficult than we ever imagined. We have made mistakes and continue to do so. That said, we are human. We make decisions that we wish we could change in hindsight. But we also do so many things right in our own lives and in the lives of our children and others we connect with.

We know that many members of Gen Z (young people born 1997–2012) are suffering deeply with what Dr Lisa Miller, professor in the clinical psychology program at Columbia University, terms ‘diseases of despair’ – with anxiety, depression, addiction and even suicidality at epidemic levels. In her book The Awakened Brain she outlines how 25 years of hard research data are showing that having a spiritual core (or believing in some form of higher power) is the single most powerful factor for preventing these diseases of despair.2 While the scientific findings are new, these inner spiritual paths have carried our ancestors through extremely challenging times in their own lives, but they are effectively lost to this generation.

Living as we have been with an enormous wisdom deficit we are paying the price in every area of our lives, most especially in the lives of the younger generation who are not being taught how to deal with their fluctuating emotions and with conflict and bullying, often until the consequences become extreme. ‘Don’t always look at the darkness in your experience, but look instead to see what grows from it – just as the lotus rises from the mud,’ Cornelius O’Shaughnessy, a respected meditation, stress management and Eastern philosophy teacher, reminds us in Chapter 14. Weaving his personal story of rising from depression’s murky waters to becoming Un:Stuck, he offers timely guidance to help others rise up and let their inner lights shine too.

Some years back, Australian psychologist and author Steve Biddulph said, ‘Success, as defined by a glittering career, an affluent, busy lifestyle and outcompeting the other kids in your school, is a living nightmare. It’s destroying the mental health of almost every boy and girl caught up in it. The sensitive, the open-hearted, the caring, the empathetic ones are the first to go. These are the sorts of people you need in society and they are the ones most battered by the world we live in.’3 Recent years have only highlighted the relevance of this.

That said, our collective emphasis on nurturing positive mental health has led many to believe that feeling down is grounds for serious concern. As adults we know that life isn’t perfect and that pain and suffering are inevitable. After all, dukkha, or suffering, is the first of Buddhism’s Four Noble Truths. Many psychologists believe that we don’t make enough room for sadness or grief in our world and that denying our pain only makes us harden with despondency and bitterness. Upset and disappointment are part of growing up and, as clinical psychologist and adjunct professor of psychology at University College Dublin, Tony Bates, writes in his book Breaking the Heart Open: ‘Mental health is not about “feeling good” or “feeling bad”; mental health is about being connected with reality and with each other. It is about knowing how I am doing on any given day and asking myself: “What do I need?” “What might help?” “How much of this problem can I deal with now, and what do I leave for another time?”’4

I have been working and living in the wellbeing space for over 30 years and am an honours science graduate, qualified dietitian and yoga teacher, yet for a long time I felt powerless too, with few relevant books to call on for guidance. Un:Stuck is my timely way of opening the gateway to a brighter, richer landscape. Calling on my many years of professional experience and a deep network of wisdom holders and respected experts, each of whom views the world through a slightly different lens, we are coming together armed with a whole new deck of cards to guide us back to a more gentle, humanistic and integrated way of living.

Aside from my professional qualifications and experience, I am a mother of three adolescent and young-adult children and have witnessed first-hand how the past years have impacted my family’s wellbeing. For some time I believed there was little I could do to help, bar keeping my children close through the constant challenges of daily life (albeit in pandemic crisis management mode!) Yet, the more I read about the chronic state of the global health system and the turmoil in our young people’s lives, the more I despaired.

Then I read Standing at the Edge: Finding freedom where fear and courage meet by Buddhist teacher, social activist and founder of Upaya Zen Center in New Mexico, Roshi Joan Halifax, and something inside me tweaked with these words: ‘To gain this balance and take action from a place of strength rather than fragility.’5 I was fragile and I knew this was not helping anyone, least of all myself. She talks about ‘edge states’ being gateways to wider, richer internal and external landscapes. ‘If we willingly investigate our difficulties, we can fold them into a view of reality that is more courageous, inclusive, emergent and wise,’ she writes.

We know that young people today are angry and fearful and they know what they are angry about, often before they even know who they are. What if we, as parents, teachers and caregivers, were to truly listen, beyond the lip service we can be quick to offer? In a world where fear, apathy and powerlessness prevail, it is time to rethink the questions we ask our teenagers and young-adult children – and instead of advising them to choose a career where they begin that arduous climb to the top in a big multinational law firm or financial institution, we encourage them to consider more the challenges they wish to solve in the world and guide them towards fulfilling their desires, be it with a socially conscious legal or financial institution or elsewhere. After all, research is showing that it is the organizations that lead with purpose and impact that are changing the nature of business today. Just as ethical young activist Lea d’Auriol, founder of non-profit Oceanic Global, is doing. With a background rooted in loss, trauma, courage and self-discovery, she is rewriting storylines by empowering the leaders of tomorrow to turn their anger and despair into a clear vision for the future.

Through these pages we welcome in a world that advocates a life of greater thriving, health and belonging – one that can help us all, young and old, renew our relationship with one another, with the Earth and with life itself. It is because these ways have been lost that we are lost. Now it’s time to walk each other home.

In Chapter 2, Mac Macartney, wisdom holder and founder of Embercombe in the UK, questions what it means to be human on this Earth at this time: ‘What is it that you love most deeply and profoundly? What are your deepest and most profound gifts? What are your deepest and most profound responsibilities?’ he asks, as a way of helping young people interpret their place in the world. ‘How can I place my roots so deeply into life that no matter how shocking the wind might blow, I will remain planted, knowing who I am and knowing what it is I should do?’ Questions such as these are needed now more than ever. And Un:Stuck is the invitation.

Learning happens everywhere, most especially beyond the classroom, and our teachers are all around us – and they are inside us, nudging us along, minute by minute. Recently, during my early-morning meditation, I asked for guidance around a personal issue that had been bothering me for some time. I sat with myself and these words came to me: ‘Be still and breathe … it will be well.’ Every morning I sit in stillness for a short while, and when I do, I know I’m in the right place for receiving support and direction. This hidden power is in each of us, yet many of us have not felt inclined to access it. For now, even if you have never done so before, please spend a few minutes in your own quiet space and visualize a world where you feel you have purpose and meaning – one where you feel optimistic and joyful for your own future, for that of your own children (if you have them) and family and the greater world. Just pause and sit with these feelings and let them stay with you.

Practices like this matter, and woven through these pages are simple exercises, prompts and real human stories to help you deal with sticky situations and fearful moments in your life and that of your children, students and clients. Just like the guidance offered by Irish surfer, author and marine scientist Easkey Britton. She draws on the power of our human connection with water to help restore a deeper connection within herself and with others and the wider world. ‘Water acts as a powerful mirror,’ she says. ‘In it we see ourselves and are reminded of our capacity to be like water; of our remarkable potential to recover and return to wholeness; to move fluidly and find flow and to embrace the unknown.’

Others, like Ryan Dusick, founding drummer of the immensely successful Maroon 5, turned a decade of suffering into a new career as a mental health professional and author. ‘The work I do now [as a therapist and author] has been equally, if not even more, fulfilling than creating music and performing,’ he says. ‘I am truly blessed to have found a second act in my life, but others may not be so lucky as anxiety, depression, addiction and other mental health challenges can lead to outcomes far worse than just losing your career as a performer.’

Being a qualified dietitian, a book written to help young people rise and flourish would not be complete without including pertinent nutrition advice for fuelling young bodies and minds. This vast subject is worthy of a book in itself, and while there are notable reads on the market, the ever-wise nutritional therapist Charlotte Fraser offers simple recommendations here for nurturing healthy young bodies and minds and for keeping essential brain neurons firing in sync and rewilding the health of our gut, which experts believe is the body’s master controller – see Chapter 15 and Appendix.

We are all innately creative, but like us, our children are living too much in their heads. This new storyline offers fresh guidance to help break unhealthy patterns and nurture the resilience needed to navigate challenging times and the wisdom to feed the deep well of creativity that lies within us all. Through these pages we offer new ways of learning that will help ignite young people’s curiosity and nurture confidence, tenacity and a real sense of interconnectedness, as echoed in the African ethic of holism, Ukama, succinctly captured by Dr Judy Blaine (Chapter 4).

In ‘Humanizing the classroom’ (Chapter 6), former head of school Mary Lyn Campbell recognizes that in this complex, rapidly changing world we must prepare children for situations that none of us could have anticipated and we must help them to redefine what it means to be a human being within their own historical context. ‘If they have the emotional awareness and maturity, a social fabric on which to fall back when needed, and a real understanding of their own essence and spirit, what part of the future will they not then be prepared for?’ she asks. ‘The sacred trust of educators is to ensure they are prepared and that they are well rounded, happy, responsible, capable and ready to do the right things, at the right time, for the right reasons.’

Every day we are inundated with stories of rage, stories of divide and hopelessness, but we must balance these with other stories that focus on our kindness and humanity and remind us of the endless ­possibilities that often pass unnoticed. These are what we need to hear now. As best-selling writer and meditator Diego Perez (a.k.a. Yung Pueblo) says, ‘A healing generation is happening quietly across the world, but the results of this will be extraordinary. Not only will the lives of individuals be improved, but this will impact the global collective.’6

Today’s children and young adults are a new generation in a very different world. As parents, caregivers, teachers and guides we need to help them be brave enough to pave their own way, excited yet somewhat fearful and full of dogged hope for their future. To quote the late Sir Ken Robinson from his 2010 TED Talk, ‘Bring on the learning revolution’, ‘We have to recognize that human flourishing is not a mechanical process; it’s an organic process. And you cannot predict the outcome of human development. All you can do, like a farmer, is create the conditions under which they will begin to flourish.’7

When I am feeling a little fearful and wobbly myself, I seek time in nature, I sit in stillness and I often return to the words of author, social researcher and wise woman Brené Brown in her Unlocking Us podcast.8 Brown, too, has a young adult daughter navigating grown-up life and she says that sometimes all she can offer her daughter are the words that she often whispers to herself: ‘Strong back, soft front, wild heart.’ She says these words breathe something into her that makes her ‘kind of straighten up, take a deep breath and keep doing the next right thing’.

For our children to bravely grow into their true gifts they need this strong, courageous back to stand up for themselves, the soft front of compassion and vulnerability in the face of social media’s callousness, and, most importantly, this wild heart overflowing with passion, joy and desire that will guide them towards fulfilling their sweetest dreams.

We want to help young people navigate this hugely challenging phase of their lives. We want to raise them to have rich and rewarding emotional lives and to feel safe and deeply loved – always. We want them to be able to access those gifts that are inside each and every one of them. These gifts are the tools that will help them lean into uncertainty and chaos with courage, knowledge and the strength to say what they truly believe without apology, to do what they feel is right, despite the fear of judgement and reprisal, and most of all to tune into the whispers of their wild hearts – as this new world needs their truth, their wildness and their tenacity, now.

One thing I wish someone had told me when I was on the cusp of adulthood was that everything I needed to get through my life – through my fears and self-doubts – was already within me. Speaking to that 18-year-old me now, I reassure her that she doesn’t have to live up to her parents’ or anyone else’s expectations; she can pave her own footprints in the sand. Nor does she need to try to be anyone else but her beautiful, vibrant self. And when she does discover that which makes her feel most alive (and she will), she must nurture it with the inner force and dogged determination that has got her older self to where she is now!

I would also remind her that happiness and ‘living her best life’ are fleeting – they come and go – but meaning and purpose are what ultimately matter, while reminding her (yet again) to find a few moments of ease and stillness in her day, every day, so she can tune into the whispers of her vibrantly wild heart.

As parents, teachers and caregivers we must remember that we are not alone. These contributions from our collective are the very ‘edge states’ – the gateways to wider, richer internal and external landscapes that Roshi Joan Halifax speaks of. I hope they inspire you, and more than that, I hope that, wherever in our global village you call home, you will vow to engage and do more, as together we create the house of tomorrow (Chapter 8) and dream in a brighter, better world. Living on the cusp of this new way, it is today’s Gen Z who get to experience how we will come together once again, how we will live and work, and who and how we will love. They, and those others coming after them, deserve the clearest and wisest direction possible.

To quote Julian of Norwich, English theologian and mystic (1343–1416): ‘All shall be well. And all shall be well and all manner of things shall be well … for there is a force of love moving through the universe that holds us fast and will never let us go.’
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An age of anxiety – an age of opportunity



Kate O’Brien


‘Here is the world. Beautiful and terrifying things will happen. Do not be afraid.’

Frederick Buechner, writer and theologian



Every child is born an innately cognitive, physical, emotional and spiritual being – it is their birthright. As parents, teachers and providers it is our role to nurture these qualities and help young people mature into confident, embodied adults and responsible custodians of our communities, economies and the Earth.

We want our children to grow up in an environment where they feel safe and loved and can enjoy a deep sense of belonging, but there seem to be fewer institutions within our collective social, religious and political systems where they can feel that sense of trust and belonging. So much so that many reports have shown that we are the loneliest humans in history, as with the rise in technology and our subsequent disregard for the natural world, we have spent more time indoors, online, always doing, ever consuming and relentlessly chasing happiness and material success.

The recent pandemic years have been difficult for us all, most especially our younger generation. This is no fault of their own; they just happened to be approaching what should have been some of the most exciting years of their lives when the world they (and we) knew crumbled around all of us. With this, rates of depression, anxiety, eating disorders and other stress- and loneliness-related illnesses have dramatically escalated.

In 2021 the mental health status of youth in the USA was escalated to a national crisis by the US Surgeon General, Dr Vivek Murthy.1 At the same time, a report by the Royal Pharmaceutical Society in the UK revealed that prescriptions for antidepressants among children aged 5–12 years had increased by more than 40 per cent between 2015 and 2021, while NHS figures in the UK showed a 28 per cent rise in children being referred to mental health services between April and December 2020.2,3 Outcomes of studies carried out across the world during this period noted that symptoms of depression and anxiety among teens had doubled and that many young people started to have difficulty sleeping, withdrew from their families or became aggressive.4,5

Further reports by emergency medicine departments in the USA in early 2021 noted that visits for suspected suicide attempts increased by 51 per cent among teenage girls and by 4 per cent among teenage boys (compared with visits two years earlier), while the situation was worse for teenagers belonging to marginalized racial and ethnic groups.6,7

In Australia, the 2022 Australian Bureau of Statistics’ National Health Survey revealed that close to 19 per cent of young people aged 15–24 reported feeling anxious, while 14 per cent experienced depression between 2020 and 2022.8,9 In the UK, an estimated 7 per cent of children have attempted suicide by the age of 17, and a 2021 report in the British Journal of Psychiatry noted that almost one in four said they had self-harmed during that year.10

This said, even prior to the onset of the pandemic, alarms were being raised regarding child mental health, with UK-based child psychiatrist Sami Timini referring to escalating child psychiatric diagnoses and the rapid increase in the use of drugs to treat unwanted behaviour or emotions as the ‘McDonaldization’ of child mental health.11 ‘Perhaps the epidemic numbers of children in the West receiving diagnoses is a symptom not of something “wrong” that we should try to cure in the individual, but a barometer pointing to something “unhealthy” in the society, the culture that invented it,’ he said.12

For many of today’s young adults, fitting into a broken system was never going to work. Having come of age in the aftermath of 9/11 (the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks in the USA), this young generation has witnessed climate and financial crises, technological disruptions, political extremism, mass shootings, and the toxic and devasting impact of social media, among other life-changing issues, all during their formative growing years.


Gun violence

In the years since the Columbine school shooting in Colorado (20 April 1999) when 15 people lost their lives, gun violence has continued to plague schools and colleges across the USA. Not all are mass shootings – some involve a single fatality – but all leave their scars firmly embedded in the children, teachers, parents and communities involved, with post-traumatic stress, anxiety and depression staying with these people for many years or whole lifetimes. Even now, the idea of being in a classroom can instil a sense of anxiety and fear in those involved. In a 2021 article titled ‘The hidden costs of school shootings’, American journalist Katherine Kam writes that ‘since Columbine 256,000 children at 278 schools have been exposed to gun violence during school hours – a milestone of one-quarter million youths’.13

In a 2021 study, Maya Rossin-Slater, associate professor at the Stanford University School of Medicine, along with researchers at the University of Texas at Austin and Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois, analysed 33 public schools in Texas where shootings had taken place between 1995 and 2016.14 While not all of these involved fatalities, the study found that gun violence is costly in terms of children’s mental health and their future educational and economic trajectories – while the mere exposure to shootings leads to a higher likelihood that children are absent from school, more likely to repeat a grade, less likely to graduate from high school, less likely to attend college and more likely to have lower earnings by their mid-twenties.



The smartphone and social media

Since the first iPhone launched in the USA in 2007 the smartphone has transformed many aspects of our lives. With everything we need now at our fingertips, daily life has become easier in so many ways. But the concurrent advent of social media in all its guises has left many of us, children in particular, prey to life-sucking content that nobody should ever see. While some young people appear to be able to better process what they are seeing and hearing, for the more sensitive and vulnerable in particular, every glance at Snapchat, TikTok, Instagram and so on hijacks their attention and dopamine reward systems, instilling repeated doses of envy, rejection and sadness and an overwhelming sense of unworthiness. Now, as research into the effect of smartphones on childhood and adolescent development continues to unfold we are being alerted to the dangers of these potentially disruptive technologies – with governments, schools and parents rising up in an unprecedented revolt against these Big Tech companies.

We know that the complex inner world of a teenager takes time, patience and a bucket load of compassion to understand (see Chapter 3, ‘Minding our (and their) emotions’), and sadly too many of these young people do not have access to experienced experts to help them through this challenging time in their lives. With the constant pressures of trying to fit in with peer groups and on social media, and endlessly trying to achieve so they are good enough and worthy enough in their parents’ eyes, self-harming has become an easy and viable coping mechanism. While intentionally injuring some part of their body by cutting, burning, head-banging, skin-picking and so on can temporarily relieve what for these young people is an overwhelming situation, when carried out regularly it becomes compulsive and can lead to more disturbing behaviours. So perilous is the crisis that the NHS in the UK reported that hospital admissions for self-harming had escalated by 22 per cent among children aged 8–17 within one year, with more than 25,000 hospital admissions countrywide noted at the end of March 2022 – the highest figure recorded for any age group.15

The pressure to succeed at a young age is overwhelming. As Mary Lyn Campbell, who has been on the frontline of educational leadership for over 35 years, writes in Chapter 6:


For many of us working in education today, the main focus of what we do is directed towards academic rigor and achievement to the exclusion of almost all else. While well intentioned, the irony is that if we don’t first build a solid relationship of trust and care with students, we inadvertently discourage them from reaching their fullest potential. And the idea that the school system (in response to parental and societal expectations) should dictate to young people who they have to be and what specific personal learning pathway they must follow, thereby denying their authentic voices, is worryingly unhealthy and unsustainable.






An epidemic of loneliness

While we know many aspects of the online world are worrying, one of the most concerning is the subsequent rise in loneliness – the ­prevalence of which has skyrocketed in recent years. Numerous reports in the USA indicate that about half of all adults have reported experiencing loneliness. In our frenetic world it is easy to forget that we humans are social animals, with a biological need for connection with others, and science has shown that it is that face-to-face connection that helps us feel loved and safe, giving us a real sense of belonging and safety that is impossible to find online.

Even before the pandemic we were ranked the loneliest humans ever. As social psychologist and author Sherry Turkle writes: ‘As we ratchet up the volume and velocity of our [online] communication, we set up a pace that takes us away from each other.’16 Turkle highlights that the impact of our over-reliance on digital communication can be felt most acutely among children who must compete with digital devices for direct eye contact with their parents when they come out of school or after-school activities. Turkle’s research also shows that over-reliance on social technology may be causing us to become disconnected from our sense of self. ‘It’s a great psychological truth that if we don’t teach our children how to be alone, they will always be lonely,’ she adds, voicing her concern about how young people are losing touch with the realities of their physical surroundings and with the kind of solitude that refreshes and restores.

For many young people in particular the cascade of outcomes from overuse and misuse of social media – from a deeply engrained lack of self-esteem and feelings of worthlessness to relentless comparisons with others and a very real sense of helplessness – can alter their perception of themselves and the world around them, with serious impacts on essential daily activities like sleep, nourishment and in-person connection. So much so that it is not unusual to feel that our children are slipping from our adult grasp and becoming a sort of lost generation.

So urgent is the crisis that in May 2023 the US Surgeon General, Vivek Murthy, issued an advisory warning of the ‘ample indicators’ of the impact of social media having a ‘profound risk of harm to the mental health and wellbeing of children and adolescents’.17




An age of opportunity

We know that this ‘quick-fix-happy-meal’ culture that Dr Sami Timini refers to is harming our children and our world. But perhaps this perfect storm could become the perfect opportunity, as we gently nudge humanity forward and pivot from the age of anxiety into an age of opportunity? To quote Viktor E. Frankl in Man’s Search for Meaning, ‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’

In the face of the ongoing sadness, distress and bitter conflict in our world we know there is also great possibility. Our children will shepherd our future. We want to help them better navigate a challenging phase of their lives during this trying time in history. But what can we do? A lot, in short. Research and real-life experience show time and time again that given the right ongoing support, recovery from these diseases of despair that plague our youth is possible and indeed likely.

Further, we must remember that, regardless of our age, the human brain possesses neuroplasticity, a quality of being able to modify, learn and adapt throughout life and in response to experience. In other words, our brain is not fixed; it is malleable and continues to develop as a result of the events and behaviours we engage with through life. Like a muscle that grows more powerful, given the right instruction and encouragement our brain is capable of great change and can forge a clearer and better path forward.

A depth of research is now showing how a value-based system of learning in the classroom is helping educators provide young minds with a strong ethical foundation that will support them throughout their lives. By integrating a shared vocabulary based on common positive human values such as honesty, integrity, empathy, kindness or other similar values into the curriculum, students will learn at an early age how to take more responsibility for their learning and behaviour, how to develop critical thinking skills and how to better understand the consequences of their actions – in the playground, in the classroom and in life. For this to happen, teachers must be on board themselves by ‘walking the talk’ and living these values in their own lives – as this is how students learn best. And now as more schools are becoming responsive to mental health awareness and building emotional resilience in their students, there is further hope of healthier and happier outcomes. (See Chapter 6: ‘Humanizing the classroom’.)

As these students progress into their professional lives, these very same values will stay with them in the workplace, despite the pressures to achieve targets and the focus on short-term gains. This approach goes well beyond simply imparting knowledge and skills – it moulds individuals who embrace social responsibility and strive for the betterment of themselves and society. (See Chapter 7, ‘Humanizing the workplace’, and Chapter 8, ‘The house of tomorrow’.)

We know that, in the human and non-human mammal worlds, offspring respond to anxiety with parent-oriented attachment behaviours and that having loving parents close during anxious times can instantly calm a child’s nervous system. So much so that research in the USA has found that, in some cases, simply shifting the focus of treatment from the child to their parents can help both parent and child better manage challenging situations and emotions.18 Experts also believe that rather than trying to control certain negative behaviours in children, parents and providers should gently guide children towards more positive behaviours that might soon become normal practice.

We know that many of us are guilty of putting undue pressure on young people in our care to achieve what often surmounts to our version of ‘success’ through a cushy job and a certain level of income, or by living their ‘best’ life. While such pressure is often well intentioned, maybe it is time to take our foot off the accelerator so we can help them bring their passions and dreams to life in a positive and sustainable way.

Let us imagine our collective commitment to listening with open minds and open hearts to our children and those in our care. While for many of us it can be hard to take in other people’s pain, frustration and loneliness, most especially those of our own children, when we do listen well, we realize that, although our life experiences and stages in life are vastly different, our hearts and desires are not, and letting them know that we hear and see them at every moment helps that resilience muscle grow stronger still.

To quote the 21st US Surgeon General, Dr Vivek Murthy:


We have a choice right now between a world that is mired in fear, where people are angry at each other, where people are feeling left out, like they don’t belong, like they’e on their own, where they feel invisible, and a world where people feel like they belong, where they have each others’ backs, where they feel that the future is something that we can shape together, regardless of what may come, because we don’t have to face it alone.

So we’ve got to make that choice. Right now it seems the choice is being made for us – that we are steeped in this information environment that is extraordinarily negative – that’s telling us that everything is broken about the world, that nobody can be trusted and that everyone is only out for themselves. We’ve got to turn that off and tune in to what’s actually happening in our communities and choose again, love.

I always say that with every decision we make, we can ask ourselves a question: am I making this decision out of love or out of fear? And if we choose love as often as we can, then we will build the kind of life that feels good for us, that’s good for our communities, one that our kids can be proud of and that will help create the world that ultimately future generations need.19



Our children are watching our behaviour and how we choose to act in this world reminds them of a better way. As Fiona Spargo-Mabbs writes in Chapter 3, ‘[as parents and providers] the ball always starts in our court, because we are the grown-ups. It’s up to us to pick up the pieces and go back to our teen, and let them know that they are safe, and loved, and always will be, however that translates itself into the needs of a particular moment.’

Let’s come together to help young people find their way. Let’s be there for them as they forge a deeper connection with their intuition, their emotional intelligence and inner knowingness, so that even the most troubled teenagers can call on their innate intelligence to ride their fears, speak their truth, better understand their sexuality, all with the unwavering courage to fulfil the vision that is intuitively theirs. After all, we all need to know we are seen and understood. We need to know that we matter.
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The Children’s Fire: meaning and purpose



Mac Macartney


‘He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.’

Friedrich Nietzsche1



In 2017 my son, Cai, was born. That morning I held him in my arms for the first time, and old enough to be his grandfather, I had yet another deep experience of this mysterious phenomenon we call love. Wrapped in a small, fleecy blanket, with his mother’s eyes softly watching, I whispered, ‘He is beautiful.’ Now, six years on, he has recently made his first longbow, competes with me in playing darts and basketball, wrestles, rides bareback the wild assertions of his emotions, and boisterously lets us all know that he is most profoundly and, in his view, uniquely alive. His brother, Kevo, 18 years his senior, his mother, Wandia, and I, we are all at times variously exasperated, inspired, enchanted, angry, bemused, amused and bewildered by this latest addition to our warm, noisy and strangely delightful family. I am a man blessed in many ways.

On a number of occasions in conversation with others I have encountered people who have chosen not to have children in the belief and conviction that the future is hostile, bleak and probably brief. For them the question ‘Why would you voluntarily bring a new life into a world that is so fixated upon a story that places greed, egotism, selfishness, power and the short term ahead of all other considerations?’ is paramount. Our world is at once a dominant human culture that appears to loathe beauty, despise nature and almost exclusively measure success in terms of fame, wealth, power and influence. A world whose prevailing culture chooses to ignore the now well-researched and manifestly clear prediction that if collectively we do not choose to embrace radical change in the way we live upon this Earth we will rob our children of that which we have so carelessly enjoyed – the Eden into which we were born – a world we have so single-mindedly ravished, poisoned, plundered and broken.

This is worth some pause for thought.

However, when I looked into Cai’s eyes on that first day of his life I saw, and more importantly felt, the fierce, unfathomable furnace of creation’s desire to exist and be seen. From the very beginning it has always been so.

Walking along the lane that traverses the village of Ashton on the hills above the Teign river in Devon, you pass many desirable properties. They are expensive homes, mostly purchased by people who have garnered their wealth elsewhere before moving into the villages and settling into the comfort, quiet and security of one of the UK’s safest rural localities.

Were we able to go back a few centuries, what would we see? Small, damp, dark, draughty houses and huts, many suggesting the poverty of the residents. Occasional epidemics and famine, precarious employment, no basic pension, rough justice, servitude, conscription, racial intolerance and the subjugation of women were all familiar to Ashton’s residents back then. In addition, the village population was always vulnerable to the whims and traditions of feudal landowners and gentry who were supported in their right to power and privilege by both church and state.

Lives were shorter and much more physically painful back then. The freedoms and rights we enjoy today have been hard won and often fiercely resisted. The lives of our ancestors from the Bronze Age to the middle of the twentieth century will have felt as precarious, uncertain and fraught as the future seems to us now. Yet life went on and babies continued to be born.
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