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The Golden Circle
Simon Sinek

How Great Leaders Inspire Action



Healthy Development of 
Children and Youth 

Depends on 
Healthy Relationships

WHY?



What type of relationship 
do you aspire to have with 

children and youth?

WHAT?
Think-Pair-Share



HOW?
What works in creating a healthy 
relationship with children and youth?

What works in creating contexts for 
healthy relationships for children and 
youth?

What works in creating contexts for 
adults’ healthy relationships?



Healthy Development of 
Children and Youth 

Depends on 
Healthy Relationships

WHY?



Nature and Nurture

Which is more important?



Nurture shapes nature and 
nature shapes nurture!

Children experience their world as an 
environment of relationships.

• Relationships are important throughout 
development

• Relationships affect all aspects of 
development – intellectual, social, emotional, 
physical, behavioral, and moral.

We are responsible for 
the quality of children’s 
relationships



Relationships Matter for Gene 
Expression

The “operating system” for genes is built over 
time through:

• Positive experiences, such as exposure to rich 
learning opportunities.. or

• Negative experiences, such as stressful life 
circumstances

• Experiences leave a chemical “signature” on 
genes, which can be temporary or permanent

• Affect how easily the genes are 
switched on or off. 



Relationships Matter for the Brain 
through Experiences and Genes

The brain adapts to the experiences that a child 
has:

If the child has positive experiences, the brain 
adapts positively for learning, memory, and 
regulation

If the child has stressful experiences, the brain 
adapts negatively, with too much or too little 
response to any stress.

As the brain develops, the gene expression adapts 
as well, leading to further 
positive or negative 
brain development



Genes x Environment and 
Reactive Behaviours

Michael Meaney and colleagues (McGill)
• Cross fostered rats bred to be highly reactive. 
• If raised by nurturing mothers, the reactive gene 

was locked and not expressed
• If a cross-fostered female rat had pups, they also 

had the locked down gene 
• BUT If rat pup placed back into a chaotic 

environment, reactive gene changed back

PREVNet copyright 2012



Children’s Experiences of 
Violence Impact their Genes

Exposure to violence: domestic violence, frequent 
bullying victimization, and physical 
maltreatment by an adult

Compared with those not exposed, children who 
experienced 2+ kinds of violence exposure 
showed significantly more telomere erosion 
between ages 5  and 10 (Shalev et al., 2012)



Children’s Experiences of 
Victimization Affect Their Brains

• Peer victimization linked to depressive 
symptoms 

• Peer victimization, depressive symptoms 
and higher cortisol levels uniquely 
predicted memory deficits. 

Vaillancourt, et al. (2011) Peer victimization, depressive 
symptoms, and high salivary cortisol predict poorer 
memory in children, Brain and Cognition, 77, 191–199.



Early 
Death

Disease, Disability
& Social Problems

Adoption of Health-Risk 
Behaviours

Social, Emotional and Cognitive 
Impairment

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) Study

Felitti et al., 1998



Interventions Can Shape 
Brain Development and 

Genetic Expression



Stop Now and Plan
Child Development Institute

https://childdevelop.ca/snap



BEHAVIOURAL & BRAIN CHANGES ASSOCIATED WITH 
TREATMENT OUTCOMES: VENTRAL & DORSAL TREATMENT 
EFFECTS (PRE TO POST)

17

HYPOTHESIS:
With treatment, we should see a decrease in activity in 
the ventral brain regions and an in increase in activity in 
the dorsal brain regions implicated in emotional self-
regulation and deliberate cognitive control!

POST

PRE



Gene Expression Can be 
Changed Through Intervention

• Fast Track: intervention in the US to 
support children with behaviour 
problems starting in kindergarten.

• Multi level support for child (social 
skills, academics), parents, and class

• Some children had a risky gene allele 
that is strongly linked to criminality

• Compared intervention and control 
conditions on adult outcomes            
(age 25). (Dodge, 2017)



The Intervention Changed 
Gene Expression for Those with 

Risky Form of Gene
(Dodge, 2017)

In the control condition, 75% of those with risky gene 
went on to  high externalizing problems at age 25
For those in intervention, only 18% of those with the 
risky gene were high on externalizing at age 25



How Much Do Our 
Behaviours as Adults  
Matter to Children?





What type of relationship 
is healthy and promotes 
healthy development for 

children and youth?

WHAT?



What is a healthy 
relationship?

Healthy relationships are those that:
• help children feel valued, 
• support them to learn a wide range of skills, 
• do not add stress to their lives, but
• help to buffer the stresses they encounter. 

(Pepler, Craig, Haner, 2012.  ww.prevnet.ca/sites/prevnet.ca
/files/HealthyRelationshipsPaper. pdf )
Pepler, TEDx Talk  https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=gg2a7zic_zQ

http://www.prevnet.ca/sites/prevnet.ca
https://www.youtube.com/


HOW?
What works in creating a healthy 
relationship with children and youth?

What works in creating contexts for 
healthy relationships for children and 
youth?

What works in creating contexts for 
adults’ healthy relationships?



What works in creating a 
healthy relationship with 

children and youth?
Think-Pair-Share

What are the general strategies to 
creating healthy relationships with 

children and youth?



Strategies to Promote Healthy 
Relationships

• Self-Awareness 
• Building rapport
• Scaffolding
• Social Architecture
• Systems Change

Copyright PREVNet 2008    
Do not copy without 
permission of author



But… HOW do we do this in 
the moment?

Think-Pair-Share

HOW do we build rapport with a child 
and youth?

What makes the relationship take hold 
and work well?



Building Rapport
We need alliances with the children and youth 
we’re involved with

Building trust
Being nonjudgmental
Positive regard, acknowledging positives
Assessing the readiness, noting the next 
step – forming the opportunities
Assessing the relationship, building in 
appreciation for the good in everyone



HOW: Taking it Deeper
Think-Pair-Share

What can we do in the moment when 
interacting with children and youth to  

ensure that we are relating in a 
healthy way?



Teaching for Success
Maori Education 

(Russell Bishop)

• Move away from deficit model
• Care for students and their cultural foundation above all else
• Care for students performance, which includes identity and 

independence
• Create secure, well managed learning environments
• Engage in effective teaching practices (dynamic dialogue, 

debate to reshape learning and knowledge)
• Strategies for effective teaching interactions and 

relationships with their learners 
• promote, monitor and reflect on outcomes that in turn lead 

to improvements in educational achievement 



Maori Education

Demonstrate on a daily basis that they 
care for the students as culturally 

located human beings above all else. It 
was made clear to us that this was a 

fundamental prerequisite for teachers, a 
base on which all other characteristics 

rested (Bishop et al., 2003).



HOW in Relationship-Based Education 
(Bishop et al., 2003

• Treat students with respect leading to reciprocity
• Be compassionate 
• Understand the world of the youth culturally and as teenagers 
• Have a sense of humour
• Show you can be trusted –keep confidences
• Be giving of yourselves
• Be just, fair, friendly, and firm in relation to students 
• Learn and ensure names are pronounced properly 
• Locate your actions culturally 
• Participate with students in a variety of ways 
• Show students you want to be with them
• Be passionate about being with students more 

than anything else



Are there principles/domains 
of HOW to be in a healthy 
relationship with youth?

Think-Pair-Share



Domains of Moment-to-Moment 
Strategies for Healthy Relationships

• Warmth
• Encouragement
• Power
• Recognition –see me, know me
• Reciprocity and collaboration
• Presence
• Hope, belief in
• Commitment?

      



What are the challenges in 
establishing healthy 
relationships with all 

students?
Think-Pair-Share



What is important in 
determining student success
• Student and family
• Structure of classroom and school 

(e.g.,power relations, cooperation vs 
competition)

• Relationships with teachers
• Interactions within classrooms 

(moving classroom interactions from 
traditional to discursive patterns, 
where the culture of the child is 
central to learning. )



Healthy Development
Depends on

Healthy Relationships
Beyond the Adult-Child Dyad

What works in creating contexts for 
healthy relationships for children and 
youth?





Attunement
Focus on the Child

• Be child-centred and tune into the child to learn 
about his/her strengths and challenges

• Teachers are effective teachers when they have an 
‘invisible hand’ with which they structure peer 
dynamics for positive and productive interactions 
(Farmer et al., 2011) 



The Capacity of Relationships
• From a developmental perspective, it is important 

to consider whether the critical relationships in 
children’s lives have the capacity to promote their 
healthy development. 

• Family Relationships
• Peer Relationships
• Relationships with teachers and others in the 

community



Developmental Relationships

Shift from focus on assets/characteristics of an 
individual child to:
Developmental relationships – “help young people 
attain the psychological and social skills that are 
essential for success in education and in life”(Search 

Institute, 2015).
•Express care
•Challenge growth
•Provide support
•Share power
•Expand possibilities



Children’s Healthy Relationships for 
Healthy Development Depend on 

Adults’ Healthy Relationships
Think-Pair-Share 

What do we need for healthy 
relationships between adults and 
among adults in different systems?
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For Helping Bridge Research and Practice
to Promote Healthy Relationships for Children and Youth 

www.prevnet.ca

THANK YOU!
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