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I regularly remind myself as a parent that


I may never get this moment again. Whether


my children interrupt me, lie to me, love me,


hate me, praise me or reject me: It’s always


my irreplaceable moment to be the parent.
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Endorsements


Parents want their children to grow up to be happy, healthy, strong, kind capable and resilient. To do that our precious children need to learn that life can present challenges and moments of adversity as well as moments of exquisite joy and delight. Resilient children learn how to navigate this unpredictable thing called life through the relationships they have and learning new coping skills. Michelle Mitchell has explored seven things that can definitely help today's parents raise awesome kids in a chaotic, changing world in her warm, insightful passionate way. This is a timely, excellent read for those who live with or work with children.


Maggie Dent – Author, Educator and Resilience Specialist


In ‘Everyday Resilience’, Michelle Mitchell provides an intelligent, practical and transformative resource for any adult who holds an important space in the life of a child. Michelle describes seven traits associated with resilience, as well as ways to nurture each these traits to fullness. ‘Everyday Resilience’ is a warm, wise, and powerful discussion of how we, as adults, can build the scaffold to empower the children in our lives to expand into their very important place in the world.


Karen Young - Author, Speaker, Parenting and Child & Adolescent Anxiety Specialist


In our world of constant change, Michelle has identified and described seven key principles that have never changed. This practical resource to help develop resilience in young teens will be invaluable for every parent and teacher today, and also for tomorrow.


Peter Salisbury - Dean of Year 6, Redlands College


I believe ‘Everyday Resilience’ should be in the hands of every parent, educator, and carer. Offering practical guidance, knowledge and truths, Michelle unpacks seven key traits children need to have in their resilience backpack, that simply make sense. This is one of the most comprehensive books I have read on why resilience is such an important attribute to continually build and support in our young people, yet it is presented in such a highly engaging and practical way.


Sharon Witt - Best-selling Author, Educator and Presenter


Parents need all the help they can get raising happy, healthy, resilient children in a culture that too often knocks the life out of them. This easy-to-read book will help you help your child navigate the travails of life and develop essential life skills and protective traits to aid them into adulthood as confident, self-reliant and empathetic human beings.


Melinda Tankard-reist - Author, Speaker, Co-founder Collective Shout
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How our children handle the ‘small


knocks’ is crucial as these will be the


foundations for much bigger things.
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I would like to dedicate this book to every


parent who is taking on the challenge of teaching


resilience in their ‘micro’ family moments.
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Cultivating resilience isn’t about


giving children a ‘good life’ but teaching


them to enjoy the life they have.


I liken it to the ultimate gift described


in the old Chinese Proverb:


'Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day;


teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.'
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When Resilience is Shaken




Bianca determined that her earliest memories of self-doubt were in Year 4, when her long-term friendship group rejected her over a series of grueling weeks. Dave says that bullying in Year 7 ‘took him backwards for years,’ and he isn’t sure if he ever really regained his confidence. Lisa states, ‘I would sit in class in Year 5 and wonder what was wrong with me.’ Justin explains, ‘Things went pear-shaped after I was suspended in Year 8.’


It’s a common story. Many children coast through the first eight (or so) years of life, and then identify ‘one child’ or ‘one year’ or ‘one teacher’ that crushed them. Parents often share with me ‘the moment’ when their child took a hit outside of the protection of their home – a hit from which they didn’t recover easily. They seemed to spiral downhill from there, sometimes for months and other times for years. Unfortunately, for a few, the impact lasted a lifetime.


However, many times young ones encounter a string of smaller knocks long before the defining knockout punch arrives. These smaller knocks often come and go reasonably quietly and are, for the most part, dismissed as insignificant. Parents may not notice that they are slowly eroding their children’s resilience.


For Jessie, his differences were increasingly showing on the sports field, with his team mates pointing out that he ‘kicked like a girl’ and ‘let the team down’. Shrinking back, he found himself safer in the back of the pack, participating less. He recognised that popularity and playing soccer well went hand in hand, and unfortunately his chances of both were fading. The final blow happened during a Wednesday afternoon sports lesson when he was picked last to join a team. Jessie chose not to play soccer with his mates again.


For Sarah, her learning disabilities were becoming more visible throughout primary school. She was increasingly afraid of participating in class and managed to dodge answering questions that exposed her. She regularly asked herself, ‘Why can’t I, if everyone else can?’ The final blow was when a Year 4 teacher told her she was lazy and didn’t work hard enough. Sarah never took much interest in learning again.


Resilience enables our children to be strong and healthy after a difficulty. You may have heard people refer to it as the ‘bounce back’ factor which allows children to recover from trauma or hardship. Yet, cultivating resilience isn’t about what children do in the difficult times. It is about what they do in the micro moments to prepare for difficult times.


The way our children handle ‘small knocks’ is crucial, as it will be the foundation for much bigger things. It’s during the small knocks that young people develop their response patterns to life’s future pressures. Parents are wise to see each small knock as a teachable moment that has long-term significance. We can’t dismiss or understate our child’s daily experiences. They require our full parental attention.


The Importance of Storm-Proofing


The analogy I use to explain resilience in children is found in storm-proofing. I live in Queensland, Australia, where storms can be a scary occurrence. Our part of town is usually safe, as long as you are inside when the storm hits. In saying that, the last storm we had ripped the front gutter and window dressing off my house!


I am personally relieved when storms pass, whereas I am sure that their potential danger only makes them more exciting to my boys. By ‘my boys’ I mean my two teenagers and husband, whose all-time favourite thing to do is watch a storm rolling in. Thunder, lightning, hail, howling winds – nothing energises them more!


In some parts of our country, storm-proofing your home is essential to ensure you don’t lose it. My husband’s family live in Bundaberg, Queensland, which was recently hit hard by floods. If homes weren’t built or adjusted according to flood-proofing specifications (and some of the old ones weren’t), they didn’t survive once the winds and rains started. The entire community spent months cleaning up after the flood, but parts of the town that weren’t built to handle floods will never be the same.


We can’t control the weather, but we can prepare for it. Preparing our children for the storms of life, whether big or small, is an essential way to take care of their health and wellbeing. And whilst it has to be acknowledged that there are many things that affect mental health, it is our children’s capacity to respond well to adversity that plays a huge role in their mental and emotional stability.


Research suggests that there is an element of resilience that is innate, or genetically inherited. However, research also overwhelmingly emphasises that resilience can be developed or acquired from this innate starting point by exercising resilience traits.


It is never too early or too late to strengthen resilience in a child. Instead of waiting for disaster to hit, we can prepare them so they are better protected in the face of smaller challenges and more able to withstand, manage and recover from disasters.


The Resilience Calculation


Developmental psychologist Emmy Warner explains a child’s resilience levels are like a constantly changing calculation: Which side of the equation weighs more – the resilience or the stressors? We have to keep a watchful eye on the resilience levels of our children, recognising that a strong hit at the wrong time – or a string of strong hits – is more challenging for them to recover from.


Hard times can build resilience – or, just as easily, destroy it. It’s a fine line. For some children, the stressors can become so intense that resilience is overwhelmed. Most people have a breaking point, so it’s unrealistic to believe that resilience will always enable a child to bounce back again. As parents we want to do everything in our power to protect our children from reaching this breaking point.


Environments where children have to adapt, learn, grow and dig deep to survive are exceptionally good for developing resilience. We want our children to experience real life pressure but need to protect them from over-exposure during exceptionally challenging times. Exposure to struggles can only develop resilience in our children if they have the skills to cope.


Ideally, we want the challenge of building resilience to be manageable. You would never ask a child to lift 100kg the first time he or she went to the gym. It is not a matter of dropping our kids in the deep end to toughen them up, but a matter of consistently building their capacity and skills. Ideally, resilience is strengthened through small repeated wins, with a few losses in between, rather than a string of losses with an occasional win. This pattern makes learning from life experiences manageable. But life doesn’t always play fair.


This appropriate amount of tension can be likened to a rubber band. Pull it tight and it does its job. Pull it too tight and you run the risk of it snapping. The amount of initial resilience children possess will greatly determine their elasticity. When young people are successful it fuels a positive cycle of achievement. When they feel as though they have failed, they don’t easily gain the momentum they need to keep trying.


For all of us, resilience isn’t a fixed or stagnant position. It needs to be nurtured and protected once gained, and taught and practised when it is absent. Some children experience multiple setbacks at vulnerable points in their lives. It is no wonder that their resilience diminishes. The good news is that because of its fluidity, resilience can always improve. With the right support, children with low resilience levels can go on to flourish in later stages of life, just as much as those who have consistently shown strong resilience levels.


Signs Resilience is Diminishing


Deteriorating resilience is similar to tears in a rubber band’s fibre before it hits a breaking point. Parents may describe a list of ‘not themselves’ signs that indicate a child’s usual strength is giving way under the strain. Emily, mother of three, describes her usually resilient 10-year-old son. This description reminds me of the many discussions I have had with families during their child’s toughest times. She says that Joe may:


■ Break down in tears


■ Say, ‘I can’t do it. I’m not good enough.’


■ Compare himself to what other kids look like (e.g. ‘he’s taller than me’)


■ Feel that all expectations are too much


■ Put unrealistic expectations on himself


■ Talk negatively about his body (e.g. ‘the girls won’t like me because I am puny’)


■ Get frustrated and annoyed with siblings


■ Talk negatively about himself (e.g. thinks he has failed an exam when he hasn’t)


■ Blame teachers


■ Blame me!


■ Get anxious to visit new places.


Educators, too, share insights into what it looks like when a child’s resilience begins to deteriorate.


Stuart Taylor, Head of Secondary School, Genesis Christian College says, 'I see children who are able, begin to retreat. They might hit Year 3, 8 or 9 where there is natural change in what is expected of them. During this time they have to change their study habits, and often have their first taste of failure. At school there is an emphasis on getting things right, but they learn more from failing than playing it safe. I get concerned when kids don’t make a distinction between their identity and level of achievement.'


Paul Valese, Principal of Mueller College, says, ‘Opting out of activities is a big sign. I’m not just talking about truancy but pulling back from sports, drama, arts, social interactions ... or whatever they used to enjoy doing. Once young people start taking the easier route and pull away from pressure, they start saying, “I can’t,” instead of “I will try”.’


Julie Higgins, Wellbeing Coordinator at St James College, says, ‘I know teens are struggling with resilience when they are trying to please people. They become more aware of what is popular than what is right. I see young people follow the crowd once they have suffered a setback and lost their confidence. They are no longer prepared to risk standing out from the pack.


‘When you ask young people how they feel when they lack resilience the feedback is strikingly similar. Here are a few statements from 14-year old’s I taught this year:


I hate myself and I feel ugly. I am thinking about what people think of me constantly.


I feel stupid and think, ‘What’s wrong with me?’ I don’t want to try new things, especially sports in front of people. I am worried about looking stupid.


I feel sad. It’s like I am dropping into a dark pit.


I can’t go to sleep at night, so I just stay on my phone. I keep comparing myself to other people and I feel trapped in my head.


I just don’t want to go to school. I want to sleep.


I eat lots. I just want to make myself feel better. The last thing I want to do is get up and do homework or assignments. Everything feels too hard.


The Storm Within


Parents can’t minimise, ignore or even control the possibility of difficulties rocking their children’s world. The reality is that storms are going to come; they are a genuine threat. Our children are at risk of losing friendships, invitations to parties, this week’s academic award, sporting opportunities or career options. However, there are greater threats to be concerned about. The potential for young people to lose internal traits like courage, hope, gratitude, empathy and responsibility is real. These are the qualities that will enable them to rebuild their losses once the storm has passed.


I would like to suggest that within every storm there are two storms raging simultaneously: the external storm and the internal storm. Our inner state during adversity is the single most important factor in life. It determines how we perceive, manage and respond to the external storms.


I am sure these statistics concern you as much as they concern me:


■ 1 in 7 young people (aged 4 to 17 years) experience a mental health condition in any given year. 13.9% met the criteria for a diagnosis of a mental disorder in the last 12 months.


■ 60% of children have disorders with a mild impact on functioning; out of those 25% were moderate, and 14.7% were assessed as severe.


■ Evidence suggests three in four adult mental health conditions emerge by age 24, and half by age 14.


■ Suicide is the biggest killer of young Australians and accounts for the deaths of more young people than car accidents. Three hundred and twenty-four Australians aged 15-24 (10.5 per 100,000) died by suicide in 2012. This compares to 198 (6.4 per 100,000) who died in car accidents (the second highest killer).


In our resource strong world, it is possible to focus on temporarily fixing external storms without stilling the inner ones. For onlooking parents, the temptation will always be to focus solely on the external rather than the internal, as it is more visible and tangible. However, without anchoring the internal storm, we will have little power to manage and respond well to the external one. The storm within should always be our first priority – not our only priority, but our first one.


According to Mission Australia’s comprehensive Youth Survey, young people’s top concerns are depression, coping with stress, body image and school study problems. I find it interesting that depression and stress are amongst the top things young people are concerned about, as they are internal issues rather than external ones. To me, this flags the genuine need to equip young ones to deal with and manage the inner storm. Without the right tools, an inner storm is the most terrifying storm to face.


Our children can ‘have it all’ (including the latest iPhone, designer clothes and foiled hair) and still be ill-prepared to handle life’s storms. It is possible for them to be blessed with so much, but not have the capacity to enjoy it. Despite the posters on our schools’ walls and the endless research on this topic, the number of young people who meet the criteria for a probable serious mental illness has risen over the past five years from 18% in 2012 to 22.8% in 2018. For many of our young ones, resilience is much easier to talk about than put into practice.


Helping Young People Make the Connection


Research indicates that resilience helps our children manage stress, feel happier, make better decisions, be curious, cope with difficult situations, learn from mistakes, ask for help, be flexible, enjoy relationships, make the most of opportunities and solve problems. Children want the results that resilience brings. However, they may not always recognise the link between the everyday choices they make and the life they want.


Recently I was in a Year 6 class talking to the students about bullying, a topic the school had identified as important as they had already had one nasty incident to deal with. Students were becoming very conscious of their online reputations and the power they had to gain ‘likes’ from their peers.


One little girl interrupted my presentation and randomly blurted out, ‘People can commit suicide if they are cyberbullied.’ One joy of teaching primary school-aged children is their unpredictable, filterless interactions! This was obviously her summary of a story she had heard. Suicide was a big concept to discuss with 11-year-olds, but there was no going back once the conversation had started. With the teacher’s nod of approval, I was now in the hot seat, thinking quickly about how to respond.


‘Do you think you would you commit suicide if someone cyberbullied you?’ I probed. I’m lucky that she furiously shook her head.


‘Do you think it’s possible that cyberbullying was only a small part of the reason she committed suicide ...?’ I questioned.


This started a lengthy discussion about real-life challenges and compound stress, the collection of traits that make up resilience, and how we can use them. We talked about courage, gratitude and self-care, all of which helped me explain a person’s capacity to keep going in the face of adversity. Lastly, we talked about triggers of stress (which for these little people included school work, friendship dramas, fights with family, and handling technology), and how our brain responds and rebalances after stressful events.


Although I was expecting this conversation to go for five minutes it lasted over twenty minutes, into their lunch break. Fascinatingly, these students were able to articulate how stress made them feel but were unable to articulate how to combat it. Out of all the questions these little ones wanted to ask me, none was more important than how to handle their internal storms.


Everyday Resilience


Resilience can be a complex concept to explain to children as it is not about doing one thing in response to life’s challenges; it’s about doing a lot of different things. For this reason, I have found that I talk to children about the traits associated with resilience far more often than the term resilience itself.


In this book I have chosen my favourite seven traits of resilience to expand upon – courage, gratitude, empathy, self-awareness, responsibility, self-care and contribution. These are the traits I have seen protect children time and time again, and have come to deeply believe in. Each one is well represented in research and has stood the test of time.


I know that each one of these traits can have a profound impact on how your child handles life’s challenges. I also know that when a child exercises these traits every day, they develop the resilience to draw upon during tough times. Like a muscle that we want to strengthen, resilience will grow with each small choice our children make.


It is incredible to think that our children’s brains can be hardwired to respond well under pressure by small everyday decisions. We needn’t think of resilience as an exclusive concept that only a few superheros are capable of. It is for all of our children. The micro moments of parenting can accumulatively have a long-term effect on our young ones.


My hope is that this book will inspire and equip you to strengthen the traits of resilience in your child today, and every day.
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Ideally, resilience is strengthened through small


repeated wins, with a few losses in between, rather


than a string of losses with an occasional win.
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When we don’t feel claimed, we feel


unprotected and live in a heightened state of


insecurity and fear, anticipating the worst.
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The Protective Factor




I consider myself to be very fortunate in life. I have two remarkable parents who have endless energy for their children and grandchildren. During a period when my father had spent a great deal of time driving me to airports and helping me transport kids to sport, I had a conversation that I will never forget. I could tell he was tired, and I felt guilty he was picking up so much of my slack.


‘Dad, sorry,’ I said. ‘I bet you and Mum just want some time together. Thank you for getting me through this week.’


Dad replied, ‘I never want to take for granted what we have as a family. Family is never a hassle to me. A close family comes at a price. There is a cost involved.’


Firstly, let’s take a moment to acknowledge a wonderful father. Secondly, that statement resonated deeply within me.


We need to remind ourselves regularly that parenting well is a costly process. It’s easy to rush through life in a blur, not taking adequate time for our most important role. This is often to the detriment of our children who need us to be mindful and present in their everyday lives. There is no way around it; it takes connection, thoughtfulness and time to teach resilience. A close family doesn’t just happen – it is created.


I can’t emphasise enough how much of an impact family has on resilience. Resilience relies on our children being confident enough to adapt quickly and exercise the traits of resilience to navigate life’s challenges. This is so much easier done when home is ‘backing them up’. The consistency of our love and the rhythms of our family routines all provide a stable platform for them. In fact, a close family, where belonging is freely and consistently offered, is the cornerstone upon which resilience is built.


The Importance of Being Claimed


Researchers have defined ‘belonging’ as an essential human need that drives us to maintain relationships. Babies do not survive if they do not belong to at least one caring adult. Similarly, young children are totally dependent on us to nurture them. Throughout adolescence and beyond, the need to belong drives us to find our own place in the world where we feel accepted.


Amelia Franck Meyer, in her TEDx Talk ‘The Human Need for Belonging’, uses the word ‘claimed’ to describe what children need in order to feel like they belong. I had the privilege of feeling ‘claimed’ as a child, yet I have worked with countless young people who feel ‘unclaimed’, and I know the devastating impact that can have on young lives. They neither feel nurtured or protected.


As adults we know that although we have a lot of connections in life, few people ‘claim’ us. Our social media friends may offer a line of support if we post about ill health, but there may be only a few who phone us to see how we are going, and an even smaller number who visit us. The small number of those who ‘claim’ us becomes very apparent when we go through difficult times.


The notion of being ‘unclaimed’ reminds me of the awful practice in my school days whereby sporting captains picked their team members one by one. For the kids who were picked last (and it seemed it was always the same ones) it must have felt as if they were accepted reluctantly – claimed as the last alternative. Or, worse, the last child often didn’t get ‘officially picked’; they just scurried off in shame to the designated team by default.


When we don’t feel claimed, we feel unprotected and live in a heightened state of insecurity and fear, anticipating the worst. We were never meant to defend ourselves in isolation. There is no better description of how children fare without being ‘claimed’ than this quote from Brene Brown, storyteller and shame researcher: ‘In the absence of love and belonging, there is always suffering.’ This is why strengthening belonging at home is such an important starting point. A safe place to come home to enables young people to explore other relationships with less fear and more confidence.


One Caring Adult


Many young people face non-ideal situations where family separation (through events like divorce or death) threatens the sense of belonging they should feel in a family unit. In these situations, families have to work harder to keep a sense of security around young people who may feel abandoned or rejected. Single parents distinctly know the challenge of bringing up children on their own, as do families who have moved countries and are not surrounded by extended family. Remember: whatever your family situation is, building a stronger sense of belonging at home is attainable.


For those children without close biological family, the research provides hope. Much research has been done to explore how people who are exposed to high levels of stress still manage to maintain normal function and avoid serious mental illness. According to Dr Ken Ginbury’s research, children who have ‘made it’ despite difficult circumstances were those who had an adult who believed in them unconditionally and had high expectations of them. Dr Ginbury states that, ‘Healing is holding every person to a high standard of being their best self.’ Love and high standards are powerful forces that can co-exist with great effect in a child’s life.


An adult is ideally a parent, but many children have to look outside of their nuclear family to grandparents, teachers, sports coaches or ministers. Even better for building resilience is having a variety of adults to turn to. The more people who have your back, the better. These are the people who will say ‘I expect to see the best of you’. As the saying goes, ‘It takes a village to raise a child’.


Entry Points for Connection


It has to be noted that without connection high standards will fall on deaf ears. As I have said in my previous books, ‘Rules without relationship will only breed rebellion.’ Parenting out of fear and control, regardless of how well intended, destroys connection. That is why parenting from a mindset of faith, belief and trust in our children is so important. We must realise that connection marks the start and finish of everything we are able to transfer to them.
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