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I apologize in advance if this sounds harsh as that is not my intent, but sometimes it’s best to just call it as 
you see it. 
  
Pay attention when adults meet about young people and start making yourself aware of how often you hear 
explanations for why a program or activity isn’t working due to a young person’s behavior. Listen for 
statements like; he’s resistant to treatment; she’s unwilling to engage; he’s disrespectful of the program; she’s 
manipulating the staff or teachers; or an exhausting list of similar statements of concern. Now, pay attention 
to the context. If this behavior identification is being used to explain why a particular staff or teacher is 
having difficulties with a young person, or a program or activity is failing to work as hoped, then you should 
be aware that you’re not listening to an explanation … you’re listening to an excuse. 
  
Please don’t misunderstand. I am not saying that a youth’s behavior does not have impact. Nor am I trying to 
imply that adults are misidentifying a young person’s behavior in these situations. What I am saying, however, 
is that if you have chosen youth work as a profession, from street outreach to education, then you have 
chosen to work in a field where you will be dealing with young people who are sometimes resistant, unwilling 
to engage, disrespectful, or manipulating. These are not reasons why things aren’t working … these are the 
behaviors that you should expect, prepare for, and have the skills to address. 
  
If I take my car to a mechanic because it’s throwing oil, and the mechanic tells me that he can’t fix the car 
until it stops throwing oil, that’s not a reflection on my car … it’s a reflection on the skill of the mechanic. He 
hung out his shingle implying that he had the knowledge and skills to deal with car problems. If you claim to 
be a youth worker, you are implying that you have the knowledge and skill to work with young people 
regardless of how they behave. If a problem occurs, it should not be attributed to the behavior of the young 
person. The problem is always a lack of knowledge or skill on our part in terms of our ability to address and 
deal with the behavior. To blame the issue on how a young person behaves is nothing more than an excuse 
for us to not have to look at and address our own shortcomings. 
  
A related issue is how we overuse the concept of a crisis to excuse our failure to adequately address some 
issues. I was once involved in a conversation regarding a “crisis” with the youth’s behavior at a residential 
center every Friday afternoon before home visits were allowed. I pointed out that if it occurs every Friday 
afternoon it is not a “crisis,” it is a routine that should be expected and planned for. It is not the youth’s 
behavior that is the problem; it is our lack of an adequate response to the behavior, and our failure to address 
the issues creating the behavior. 
  
This is one of the hardest things about being involved in youth work. Young people are doing what they need 
to do. We are the adults, and we are the professionals. It is our job to work with them at their worst and 
respond in ways that promote their health, growth, and safety. When things don’t work out, it is not because 
of the young person’s behavior … it is because we did not have the skill to respond to that behavior is a way 
that is helpful to them. We should focus less on changing the youth’s behavior and far more on improving 
our response and increasing our skills. A good exercise is to make a list of all the youth behaviors that you 
find challenging and use this list as a guideline for your personal skill development. Then cross the behaviors 
off of the list as you increase your competence in dealing with them. 
 


