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One of the markers of adolescence is the process 
of puberty, “a complex biological and psycholog-

ical process involving sexual development, acceler-
ated growth, and adrenal maturation.”1 Adolescence 
is also characterized as “a stage of life of testing 
limits, taking risks, poor impulse control, making 
mistakes, errors in judgment, lack of foresight & 
planning, [a] feeling of invulnerability’, [and a] lack of 
empathy”2

Maltreatment of children does not cause them 
to become violent. As researchers note, many 

maltreated children are not violent. Still, children who 
are maltreated and not provided with opportuni-
ties to experience healthy attachment to nurturing 
caregivers are clearly at risk of developing negative 
behaviours and violent tendencies. In his examina-
tion of child maltreatment and its link to adolescent 
violence, Mark Totten explains that

As children progress through adolescence, they 
practice social skills and develop peer relation-

ships that can carve out success if they experience 
appropriate support from the adults who surround 
them. Those adolescents who are constricted in 
their social abilities and peer relationships, and who 
have the experience of childhood trauma in their 
histories balance on the edge of risk. ’Acts of youth 
violence are predictable outcomes of a complex 
pattern of risk factors, beginning in infancy.’4

W h e n  c h i l d r e n ’ s  n ee d s  a r e  n o t  met . . .

“"Acts of youth violence are 
predictable outcomes  
of a complex pattern  

of risk factors,  
beginning in infancy."4

“Although far too common, acts of child maltreatment and adoles-
cent violence are rarely senseless. They are predictable 
outcomes of a snowballing of risk factors. It would be surprising if 
adolescents having these negative experiences did not harm them-
selves and others.”3
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Adolescents who have endured years of 
neglect, abuse, family and community 

rejection and have engaged in violence and 
risk-taking behaviours 
as a means of coping 
are often labeled as 
violent, r u d e , 
irresponsible, unreli-
able, angry, beyond 

control  and numerous 
similar descriptions. 
What we believe about 
people affects how 
we describe them and 
subsequently how we 
treat them. In the early 
years, when it is ob-
vious children are not 

choosing their environments, it may be eas-
ier to see the wounded, traumatized child 
beneath the extreme behaviours. But what 
happens when we believe adolescents are 
choosing destructive behaviours because 
they want to? “It may well be the case that 
these youth are making the ‘best choice’ 
they can under such adverse conditions.”7

Some adolescents who appear difficult or 
non-compliant may in fact be process-

ing external cues and expectations through 
disability-impacted parameters. In her work 
specific to FASD-affected populations,   

Diane Malbin (2009) 
describes the neces-

sary “paradigm shift” that 
families, caregivers, professionals, and com-
munity members must achieve in order to 
more positively support individuals who may 
be struggling.8 The chart on the left, adapt-
ed from Malbin’s work, suggests improved 
ways of understanding behaviours. Although 
Malbin’s chart was developed regarding the 
FASD-affected child, many of the suggestions 
are applicable to a wider-range of hard-to-
engage youth.      
          

Reputation management for children and 
youth is paramount since they occupy a 

vulnerable role in the society’s power struc-
ture. What adults think of young people can 
greatly impact the type of opportunities 
they are afforded. Lowered expectations on 
children can add to their challenges; if young 
people do not think we expect much from 
them, they may not, in turn, come to expect 
much from themselves. A child’s reputation 
can influence the standards that child may 
be expected to meet. “Our system places 
[young people] in segregated groups and 
does not expect much from them, which is 
perverse when they possess so much poten-
tial … Research has found that a culture of 
higher expectations and a common focus, 
along with dedicated parental involvement, 
is what is needed for students to succeed.”9
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From seeing the 
child as...

To understanding the 
child as...

Won’t Can’t

Bad, annoying Frustrated, challenged

Lazy, unmotivated
Trying hard, tired of 

failing
Trying to get atten-

tion
Needing contact, sup-

port

Inappropriate
Displaying behaviours 

of a younger child

Doesn’t try
Exhausted or can’t get 

started
 


