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With most people disbelief in a thing is founded on a blind belief in some other thing 

~ Georg C. Lichtenberg 
 

 
A Tale of Two Tacos 
 
Recently I was talking to a friend about an experience I had with tacos. It started back in the late ‘60’s, early ‘70’s in my 
home town of Philadelphia. There wasn’t much in the way of Mexican food to be had in Philly back then, except for one 
place named Tippy’s Tacos. They were cheap and I liked them, so I ate there quite a bit. I was also kind of a pepper fan 
(still am), so I always ordered my tacos with the extra-hot sauce. 
 
Fast forward several years to 1976 when I first moved to Santa Cruz, California. I was out exploring my new hometown 
and went down by the boardwalk. I was getting a little hungry when I noticed this dive-looking walk-up Mexican taco 
stand. I ordered a couple of tacos and, when asked about the spice level, I said what I’ve always said when ordering tacos 
… “extra-hot.” 
  
My first clue should have been when the gentleman stopped writing my order, looked me in the eye and, in heavily 
accented English, asked; “are you sure?” I couldn’t really tell with the accent, but I think I detected a note of mocking 
condescension in his voice. He probably thought he was dealing with some Gringo who didn’t know what he was doing, 
so I met his gaze and said; “yeah, I’m sure … I love ‘em extra-hot!” 
  
A short time later I had my order and sat down at one of the sidewalk tables. My second clue should have been when the 
tacos didn’t look anything like the tacos I got at Tippy’s. As I began to wonder about the authenticity of my go-to Philly 
“Mexican” joint, I picked up my taco and took a huge first bite … 
 
I literally saw a blinding white light. My body began to shake and sweat as though I’d been poisoned, and I instantly 
realized what it would feel like to have a flamethrower shoved into my mouth and napalm forced down my throat. I 
could feel my taste buds welcoming death in order to end the pain, and was seriously concerned that the inside of my 
mouth had been turned into peeling, burnt flesh. I don’t know how I did it, as my eyes were watering so intensely that I 
really couldn’t see very well, but I dropped the taco on the table, quickly stumbled across the street to a conveniently 
located convenience store, grabbed a quart of milk, and chugged it even as I walked to the counter to pay. I then spent 
some time sitting on the curb outside of the store finishing my milk and wondering if a hospital visit was in order. While 
I can’t say for sure that the guys at the taco stand were laughing at me, I did notice that they had found something very 
amusing. 
 
My mistake had been in assuming consistency of norms. I learned that day that “extra-hot” was not an objective 
measurement of pepper sauce heat levels, but rather a relative measurement of the norms for hot sauce in 
a specific location. Tippy’s “extra-hot” may have pushed a spicy “medium” on the Santa Cruz scale, and my assumption 
that the two scales were comparable resulted in actual pain and suffering on my part. Some of the “pain and suffering” 
that we experience in youth work has the same root cause. 
 
Incomparable norms in human behavior and ability are the justifications for individualized treatment, and the efficacy of 
individualized treatment is often presented as a challenge to the Positive Youth Development focus on High 
Expectations. If behaviors, needs, and potential have to be interpreted by the norms of the individual, don’t our 
expectations need to be individualized, as well? 
 
The short answer is; no. We need to have the same expectations for all groups of young people (families, classes, 
programs), and those expectations need to be high. The individualization comes in when we focus on a young 
person’s response to our expectations. 
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If I order a beef taco with hot sauce, I expect to get a beef taco with hot sauce. What I can’t expect is the same quality of 
shell and beef from stand-to-stand, nor can I expect that the designation of the hot sauce will measure consistently on 
the Scoville Scale. But I can expect that they won’t hand me a folded piece of white bread with some pork and ketchup 
inside -- because that’s not a beef taco with hot sauce! It’s the same thing in youth work expectations. If I’m a teacher and I 
expect my students to be learning math, I can’t expect that they will all learn in the same way or at the same speed or 
achieve the same level of proficiency … but I can expect that each student will be making efforts in their own way to 
learn math rather than some other subject, or not trying at all. Or, if I’m a case manager at a transitional living program, 
and the program expects that each resident will pursue completing their basic education, I can’t expect that all residents 
will do that in the same way at the same speed or even with the same level of enthusiasm … but I can expect that each 
resident will be doing something that moves them closer to completing their basic education. 
 
The key is to have the same expectations for every youth in terms of the guidelines in which they act, but you measure 
and respond to effort rather than any specific outcome. Your expectations represent the direction you want a young person 
to be moving, and a goal that you want them to be moving toward … but success is based on effort toward rather 
than accomplishment of a specific goal or outcome. In that way, success becomes relevant to the norms of the individual 
youth. Measuring individual effort rather than benchmarks of success is how we help each young person achieve their 
unique and full potential. Success is not based on meeting our expectations, but having consistent, and high, expectations is 
critical to our ability to motivate their individual success. 
 
A Second Tale of Two Tacos 
  
There’s an additional lesson that can be drawn from my taco tale, and it has to do with how often we don’t pay attention 
to the first lesson. “Extra hot” is not an objective standard; it is simply a label. Until you understand the objective 
standard to which the label refers, simply hearing the label gives you very little in terms of useful knowledge. If I order 
an extra hot taco, I know I’ll get a taco with hot sauce that will be relatively hotter than a different taco at that particular 
stand, but I really have no idea what my experience will be, or how pleasant or unpleasant it will be, until I take a bite. 
Unless you can be specific enough to tell me where your “extra-hot” sauce lands on the Scoville Scale, saying “extra-hot” 
to me means nothing. 
 
But this doesn’t just apply to taco sauce labels, it applies to all labels, particularly those that we put on young people. We 
often reduce them to their labels, and then speak to each other as though those labels are not only meaningful, but 
basically all that we need to know. In a recent consultation where I observed an intake review, we were told that the 
applicant had been diagnosed with Adolescent Adjustment Disorder, Oppositional Defiant Disorder, and one other that, 
quite frankly, I’ve forgotten. That was the only information presented about the youth (besides some basic demographic 
data), and the entire conversation revolved around the appropriateness of this youth’s entry and the types of services 
he/she would need to receive. But the fact is, based on the information presented, we knew nothing about this youth. 
 
Oh, sure, Adolescent Adjustment and Oppositional Defiant disorders have definitions, but in terms of how these 
behaviors play out on an individual basis, they are no more meaningful than “extra-hot” when ordering a taco. They may 
give you an idea of what types of things to expect, but you really don’t have any idea of what your experience is going to 
be until you begin to interact with the young person in question. At least, you shouldn’t have any idea, and therein is the 
problem. We too often use these labels to define our expectations and, once we approach the young person through the 
lens of our pre-defined expectations, everything they say or do confirms our beliefs … because those are the behaviors 
that we are pre-disposed to recognize and they become the behaviors on which we focus, with the label serving as the 
confirmation of how right we are. 
 
Our challenge is to ensure that when we are making decisions based on our perceptions of young people, we describe 
them in terms that are meaningful. The verbal shorthand that develops in any profession, officially known as “jargon,” 
may be useful in documentation, but it can be deceptive in practice. If I tell you that tomorrow I am enrolling a new 
student in your class, or participant in your program; that he is a 17-year-old male with a history of 7 foster care 
placements; has issues with authority and a history of abuse; and has been diagnosed with Bipolar Disorder and ADHD; 
you are already forming expectations of this young person. The fact is, however, that the information I just gave you is 
about as useful as telling you that I’m making you an “extra-hot” taco. You have no idea whether you’re in for a 
pleasant, spicy taste, or a mouth crippling inferno. And, in the case of this young person, you really have no idea who he 
is or what he needs, yet you are already forming education/treatment plans and behavioral expectations. 
 
Here’s our challenge, and we can approach it actively or passively. The passive challenge is to suspend your beliefs and 
approach this new young person expecting the best. It’s difficult, but it can be done. This is how, in fact, humans are 
capable of enjoying fiction. We know it’s not real, yet the enjoyment comes from experiencing it as real (writers call this 
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“suspension of disbelief”). What we need to do is apply a similar skill to young people who are introduced to us through 
labels and jargon, and suspend the beliefs that we form in response. 
 
The active challenge is to reject verbal shorthand and labels as sufficient characterizations of any individual youth. 
Remind people that we can’t just say “history of abuse” and assume that it was a meaningful and helpful statement in 
terms of us understanding this individual. Explore how and why a diagnosis has been made, and allow for the possibility 
that a youth may have been misdiagnosed. Realize that the labels and jargon describe how others have experienced this 
young person, but they do not necessarily define the experience that you will have … unless you let them. And if you do, 
then both you and the young person become incapable of change, as they will always be defined by where they’ve been, 
rather than by where they have the potential to go. 
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