
9 Mills, Roger C., “A New Understanding of  Self: The Role of  Affect, State of

Mind, Self-Understanding and Intrinsic Motivation,” Journal of  Experimental Edu-

cation, fall, 1991, 60 (I), pp. 67-81.

ing the authors, teach from our own individual understanding of

these Principles—our own life experiences and individual insights.

What follows here is the authors’ combined definition of  resiliency

and healthy learning, as we now see these, in human beings—chil-

dren and “grownups” alike.

What is Resiliency?

“ We have shifted our view of what we are doing—from dealing with ‘problems’

the students had, to working with their innate mental health and resiliency, and

focusing on how to enhance tha t.”

— Dr. Ernest Brown, Clinical Director, 

Principals Center Collaborative School, San Francisco

When we transcend adversity, when we learn from mistakes, when

we see ourselves, the present and the future with hope and positiv-

ity, it is due to a kind of  “open,” positive, organic and creative flow

of  thinking we are engaged in, in the moment.

Each human being’s connection to resiliency—as an inner state,

as pure potential—can never be sundered (although it can seem to

be obscured). You could say resiliency and well-being are the psy-

cho-spiritual core of us.

Everyone has access to a higher self. This self  can be felt

as a real, almost tangible state of  mind. This psychological

state is comprised of  unconditional well-being, intrinsic

motivation, an innate wisdom, creativity, resiliency and the

capacity for insight. The research base supporting this new

paradigm indicates that this state is naturally and directly

available to all human beings at any time. It provides a psy-

chological vantage point that is uncontaminated by the in-

tellect’s learned beliefs or constructs. This state of  mind is

not only natural, but is unchanging in that it engages these

same capacities or attributes in everyone.9

For the sake of  communication, in this book, we call this state of
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10 Benard, now retired, was an early student, fan and champion of  this “principles-

based” work in communities and schools when it was termed “Health Realization.”

expansive thinking a resilient state of  mind. Healthy, positive think-

ing, or a resilient state of  mind, is accessible in everyone. The resilient

state of  mind is actually very natural, so much so that we tend to slip

into such a state of  mind when we are not really trying to! (Have you

ever suddenly experienced a feeling of  tremendous peace and well-

being for no apparent reason—or realized the answer to a vexing

problem? Maybe driving your car, in the shower, on a hike?)

In fact, if  we think we need a technique or ritual, or anything from

outside of  us to elicit this state of  mind, we can find it less accessible,

particularly in situations where we could use it most.

The technical definition of  “resiliency” in most dictionaries is the

ability to bounce back, or return to one’s original state. For us, re-

siliency i s  our original, natural state. At this stage in the re-

siliency field, many researchers and educators view resiliency as the

process or product of  learning certain skills or gaining new abili-

ties—“building resiliency,” “building assets,” or “building

strengths.” The difference here may be subtle, but note how this

would be the development of  a new and different state of  being—

one with new skill sets, new relationships, or marketable traits to

allow us to get on in the world.

While it is obviously essential to learn, grow and gain the skills

necessary to function well in this world, we would say that re-

siliency comes before these things and allows us to be able to

do these things (like acquire new skills and abilities) with excitement

or positivity. Furthermore, resiliency—by our definition—includes

learning capacity and creative potential, including the potential to

make “learning links” that cannot be taught by rote.

Resiliency researcher and author Bonnie Benard10 refers to innate

resiliency as the fundamental “self-righting” tendency of  human

beings, a tendency that humanistic psychologists were pointing to

in the 1950s and ’60s, and that Sydney Banks, we and our colleagues

have referred to as inner wisdom and “innate mental health.”
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11 Benard, Bonnie, Resiliency: What We Have Learned, San Francisco: WestEd, 2004,

p. 9.

“Even among researchers and practitioners, the nature of  re-

silience is commonly misunderstood,” writes Benard. “One mis-

conception is the idea that resilience is a quality some people

possess and others do not. Some researchers over the last decade

have embarked on studies identifying ‘stress-resilient’ and ‘stress-

affected’ children ... seeing resilience as a personality trait that one

either has or does not have, rather than as an innate capacity bol-

stered by environmental protective factors.”11

Internationally known innovators in education like Sir Ken

Robinson are clear that wisdom, creativity, flexibility and compas-

sion are essential in education. Yet, from our perspective, the field

is still missing a crucial piece: the psychological technology be-
hind how we, as adults and educators, become more resilient,

wise and flexible.

Resiliency, Learning and Creativity as States of  Mind

“As I became more open and humble, the battle against me disappeared.”

— Tomas Enguidanos, Resource Specialist, 

San Francisco

From our perspective, resiliency is a natural, inborn attribute of

all human beings. It emerges as a non-self-conscious state of  mind

that includes: unconditional feelings of  self-worth, an unforced en-

joyment of  learning and natural curiosity (learning without “thinking

about” learning), and an interest in others and in exploration of  the

world around us. It is characterized by an absence of  insecurity.

It includes a capacity for insight and thinking creatively. It includes

compassion and an understanding of  our common humanity.

In much of  the resiliency literature and in school-culture reform

efforts generally, there is an implication that we must infuse or give

our young people “values” and teach them compassion.

While there is certainly nothing wrong with sharing values like com-

passion, our view is that children and youth are born into this world

already connected to a reservoir of  love, compassion, understanding
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