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Behavior is a message (Appelstein, 1998). When children 

and youth misbehave, often in very serious ways, such as 

setting fires, committing violent acts of aggression, or 

cutting themselves – it’s as if there is a neon light flashing 

over their heads, announcing: I need help! I need help! 

Fortunately, adults can respond to these calls for help with 

an effective, evidence-based strategy. Strength-based 

practice is a proven approach to guiding off-track lives 

that positively transforms our most vulnerable children. 

First, before we delve into strength-based practice, let’s 

take a look at the psychology of misbehavior and the 

evolution of interventions addressing it: 

 

Young people do not like misbehaving. Sure, at the time 

of an incident, there might be satisfaction due to 

increased attention, avoidance of a problem area, 

revenge, and/or a release of anger that has been 

building within. Also, following a serious misbehavior, there 

could be gloating and a desire to repeat the offense. 

 

However, if we could administer a truth serum to any kid 

who commits a serious offense and ask the following 

questions: “Do you like who you are? Do you like 

displaying these horrible behaviors? Or would you rather 

be that kid over there that has a loving family, many 

talents, lots of meaningful friendships, and a very bright 

future?” Not one young person in our universe would 

choose his or her life over this alternative. Many of these 

kids loathe themselves (they blame themselves for any 

abuse they incurred from their parents) and, in fact, 

misbehave with the deep intent of getting the help they 

so sorely need and, in many cases, can’t directly ask for. 

As an old warhorse in the youth care arena, I have 

observed interesting changes in our field with respect to 

understanding and responding to at-risk children and 

youth and their troublesome behaviors. I recently 

conducted a series of trainings in Scotland. David Mackay 

(2013), a representative of the Falkirk Council of 

Educational Services, sent me a paper written by his staff 

members that traced the evolution of approaches 

employed by educators over the past 50-75 years. These 

changes mirror what has occurred in treatment cultures as 

well. 

What this table illustrates, is the ongoing progression and evolution 

towards a positive, empowering, relationship-focused approach to 

guiding children who struggle with behavior issues. 

 

Back in the ‘80s, when I first began conducting workshops, 

attendees would talk to me at the breaks. I would often 

hear: “I do what you suggest. I’m really positive with my 

kids, but my supervisor says I’m being too nice and that 

I’ve got to be more stern. She says they’ll walk all over you 

if you’re too good to them.” Even today, when I conduct 

back-to-school trainings in August and September, 

without fail, new teachers approach me and state, “The 

older teachers are telling me not to smile until December! 

What do you think?” I reply, “Such advice makes me ill. It 

implies a warm, positive approach with your students will 

cause you to lose control of the class, and that you don’t 

possess adequate limit setting skills. That’s a crock! Treat 

your kids in a warm, engaging and positive manner – but 

set limits when you need to, and you’ll move mountains.” 

 

Child care veterans have known through observation and 

intuitively for untold years that when you treat kids, and in 

particular, those who have suffered emotional, physical 

and/or sexual abuse (trauma) – with great respect and in 

a truly positive manner, the kids feel safer, become 

happier, make better choices, and often go on to lead 

more productive lives. 

 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 2 

Date Style Interventions Power 

Pre 1980’s Discipline Control & 

punishment 

(belt used) 

Adults are in 

position of 

power 

1980’s Behavior 

management 

Manage/

reward 

(external focus 

of control) 

Adults are in 

position of 

power 

Currently Relationships 

& behavior 

Encourage 

and enable 

Moving toward 

working 

together - adults 

still deciding 

what is “best” 
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What many of us didn’t know at the time is that this 

positive and effective approach to guiding at-risk children 

has a name. It’s called strength-based practice. Although 

professionals often refer to SB practice as a modality, in 

reality it’s a conceptual framework; it’s a way of 

understanding and responding to problem behavior, and 

those who commit such acts, that recognizes that 

behavior is a message (“I need help”) being sent by 

inherently good people, and that when we respond to 

these calls for help in respectful, affirming, and 

empowering ways… problem behavior diminishes, self-

esteems rise, and happiness abounds. 

 

Here’s a basic definition of strength-based practice as it 

applies to children and youth: 

 

Strength-based practice is an emerging approach to 

guiding children and youth – and in particular, those 

experiencing ongoing emotional and behavioral 

challenges, that is exceptionally positive and inspiring. Its 

focus is on strength-building rather than flaw-fixing. It 

begins with the belief that all young people are resilient 

and have or can develop strengths and draw on past 

successes to make good decisions and enhance 

functioning and happiness. 

 

In reality, strength-based practice is about two words: 

attitude and actions. It begins with the uplifting attitude a 

professional presents to an at-risk young person or group – 

from the moment they meet and then forever, that 

conveys the following message: I believe in you. I know 

you will succeed here and after you leave. And I am 

absolutely thrilled to be part of your life. 

 

Subsequently, everything a professional says or does with 

an at-risk child or group needs to be an extension of this 

critical affirmation: I am excited to be around you, I 

believe in you, and I know you will make it. 

 

According to Michael Durant’s seminal work, Residential 

Treatment (1993), the goal of his residential setting is to 

have each youth leave feeling better about him or 

herself. The logic is simple: if they leave with a more 

positive self-concept, they’re more likely to use and 

develop their strengths to make better choices in life. 

 

When at-risk children and youth feel better about 

themselves due to the positive manner with which they 

are being treated, it makes them feel good. When 

children feel good they’re more likely, from both a 

neurological and psychological perspective to make 

better decisions. 

 

James Garbarino (2000), one of the world’s foremost 

experts on at-risk youth, stood in front of a group of 1000 

people in Las Vegas and stated: “We can now predict 

with almost 100% certainty whether a teenager who has 

committed acts of violence prior to entering high school 

will commit more acts of violence while he is at the 

school. If that youth can wake up every day believing 

there is at least one adult at the school who ‘thinks I’m 

terrific,’ the odds of that student committing a serious 

offense goes down to about zero.” 

 

Shawn Achor, author of The Happiness Advantage (2010) 

and a major force in the strength-based world, writes:  

“New research in psychology and neuroscience finds: 

‘We become more successful when we are happier and 

more positive. Students primed to feel happy before 

taking math achievement tests far outperform their 

neutral peers. It turns out our brains are literally hardwired 

to perform at their best not when they are negative or 

even neutral, but when they are positive.’” 

 

Achor continues:  “Recent research shows that the 

broadening effect (how positive emotions broaden the 

amount of possibilities we process, making us more 

thoughtful, creative, and open to new ideas), is actually 

biological. Positive emotions flood our brains with 

dopamine and serotonin, chemicals that not only make 

us feel good, but dial up the learning centers of our brains 

to higher levels. Positive emotions help humans to 

organize new information, keep that information in the 

brain longer, and retrieve it faster later on. And they 

enable us to make and sustain more neural connections, 

which allows us to think more quickly and creatively, 

become more skilled at complex analysis and problem 

solving, and see and invent new ways of doing things. 

 

Brain change, once thought impossible, is now a well-

known fact, one that is supported by some of the most 

rigorous and cutting-edge research in neuroscience.” 

 

Achor’s amazing neurological work validates and 

trumpets the need for all of us who influence young 

people’s lives to employ a positive, strength-based 

approach. 

 

Strength-based practitioners use a myriad of interventions 

that build on the powerful theory and research presented 

throughout this paper. You can too. Popular techniques 

include: 

 

REFRAMING: Taking a seemingly negative behavior and 

seeing the positive, protective value in it.  Example: (To a 

youth who won’t talk about his family matters) “You’re a 

very loyal daughter.” 

 

SOLUTION-FOCUSED QUESTIONS & COMMUNICATION: 

Using questions and comments to alter a negative 

perception.  Example: (To a youth who makes a hopeless 

comment, “I can’t do this!”) “You can’t do it yet, 

Michael.” 

 

CREATING AND MODIFYING ACTIVITIES TO ENSURE 

SUCCESS OPPORTUNITIES:  Example: Changing the rules of 

a basketball game: No ball can be shot unless it is passed 

three times. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 3 



$300 for Teens in 
Foster Care 

IFAPA has special money from 

Chafee Funds for teens (age 14 and 

up) in foster care that can only be 

requested through June 30, 2016. 

This special grant can be accessed 

through IFAPA’s Friends of Children in 

Foster Care Program. These grants 

will be available for up to $300 per 

youth.  This funding is for all teens in a 

foster care placement (i.e. shelter, 

foster family homes, group care, and 

supervised apartment living).  Types 
of items that will be covered by the 

Friends of Children in Foster Care 

program include:  
 

 Sports registrations and 

equipment 

 Music instruments/lessons 

 Gymnastics/dance 

 Prom dresses/tuxedo rentals 

 Senior/class trips 

 Class ring/senior pictures 

 Swimming lessons 

 Summer camp 

 College application fees 

 

 COMPLETE AN APPLICATION 

PREPARING FOR 
YOUR TAXES 

 

This issue publication is dedicated 

entirely to preparing for your taxes. 

You can find answers to common 

questions regarding the adoption 

tax credit, social security numbers, 

confidentiality and the adoption 

taxpayer identification number. 
 

VIEW TAX INFORMATION  
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POSITIVE PREDICTING: Talking positively about the future.  Example: (To a 

child experiencing serious behavioral issues) “How should we celebrate 

in six weeks when you’ve had six of the best weeks you’ve ever had? 

Pizza or Chinese Food? Or, “Will you come back and visit me, and 

perhaps treat me to a great meal –  for always believing in you, when 

you’re a successful businessman?” 
 

HUMOR: Humor needs to be taken more seriously. It enhances 

relationship formation, and makes people feel good.  Avoid sarcasm! 
 

INSPIRING METAPHORS: Using symbols to explain and empower.  

Example: (To a youth who is struggling big time) “All kids are like trains; 

they all have big engines and are going somewhere great. But, dude, 

you’re a bit off track right now. You’ve got wheels spinning, smoke 

bellowing, oil seeping out! We’ve just got to get you back on track, 

brother. Back on track, Jack!” 
 

STRATEGIC USE OF INCENTIVES: Celebrating incremental progress.  

Example: Offer an enticing reward to a high school student for skipping 

school 3 times instead of 4 next week. 
 

ONE-LINE RAPPING (COPING THOUGHTS): The brain is designed to 

change in response to patterned, repetitive, stimulation. Create mantras 

for kids that help them to function better.  Examples: Let it go, Joe. Just 

stay cool no need to blow….Here’s some advice, talk real nice…If you 

lose hope, don’t do dope. 
 

INTENTIONAL ACTING: Fake it until you make it. Start every interaction, 

every shift, with an attitude that says: I’m thrilled to be here and excited 

to be working with you! Doing so increases the probability for daily and 

long term success on the part of the kids you serve. 
 

Although our world contains too many kids who have suffered abuse 

and are off-track, the good news is that a positive, strength-based 

approach offers caring parents and professionals a way of rejuvenating 

these kids. If the whole child-caring world would jump on board with this 

approach, untold lives would be transformed, billions of dollars would be 

saved in the criminal justice arena, and folks like me would be happily 

flipping pizzas instead of writing articles. 
 

Remember, there is no such thing as a bad kid, just bad luck and bad 

choices. All who influence young lives must embrace this concept and 

do everything they can to help these message-senders reclaim their lives 

and find happiness. We do this by adopting a relationship-focused 

approach that identifies and builds upon the strengths all children 

possess and can develop. 

About the Author: Charlie Appelstein, MSW - Charlie Appelstein, whose 

motto is "There's no such thing as a bad kid", has worked in child welfare 

for over 25 years.  Charlie works primarily with residential and foster care 

programs; children's and adolescent psychiatric facilities; public, 

private, and special education schools; and detention centers.  He is 

the author of  three books that are widely used within the field. 

 

Charlie Appelstein will be presenting at IFAPA’s Spring Conference in 

Des Moines on April 8, 2016.  Please visit page 4 to learn more about his 

workshop titled: No Such Thing As a Bad Kid: Understanding & 

Responding to Kids with Emotional & Behavioral Challenges 

http://www.ifapa.org/pdf_docs/FriendsChaffeeGrantRequestApplication.pdf
http://www.ifapa.org/pdf_docs/WeeklyWordJan192016.pdf


Register Online / Register by Mail (View Brochure) 

T 
For foster, adoptive, kinship 

parents and workers Spring 
Conference 

 

 

A Sample of  
Our Conference 
Workshop Topics 
 

A1  No Such Thing As a Bad Kid: 

Understanding and Responding to 

Kids with Emotional and 

Behavioral Challenges 
Strength-based practice is an 

effective approach to guiding at-risk 

children and youth that is 

exceptionally positive and inspiring. Its 

focus is on strength-building rather 

than flaw-fixing. It begins with the 

belief that every young person has or 

can develop strengths and utilize past 

successes to mitigate problem 

behavior and enhance functioning. 

This break-out session will highlight 

many of the key principles and 

techniques of this transforming 

modality. Areas covered include: 

What is strength-based practice and 

the power of a positive attitude and 

culture; the effects of trauma and 

positive emotions on the brain; 

strength-based communication 

principles and techniques, self-esteem 

building and activities for at-risk 

children and youth; how to help 

cognitively inflexible young people; 

why, how, and when to use incentive 

plans; respectful limit setting; and a 

host of creative cognitive behavioral 

strategies.  (Offered Again Session B1)

Presenter: Charlie Appelstein, MSW 

 

A5  Connections Matter and 

Trauma Informed Parenting 

Techniques  Utilizing the Connections 

Matter curriculum developed by Dr. 

Linda Chamberlain and a consortium 

of Iowa groups and agencies, 

participants will learn the foundation 

for developing healthy brains, 

supportive relationships and strong 

communities.  Participants will learn 

basics of how trauma and toxic stress 

affect development.  Come also to 

learn some basics of parenting and 

growing relationships with children 

(and adults) with histories of trauma.  

(Offered Again Session C2) 
Presenter: Tony Raymer, LISW 

 

B3  How Do You Build Self Esteem?  
Contributing to the welfare of others 

builds self-esteem.  In this workshop 

we will explore how Conscious 

Discipline, which defines discipline not 

as something you do to children, but 

something you develop within them, 

provides a framework for connection 

and building self-awareness with your 

child through everyday activities such 

as rituals, household chores and 

jobs.  How we choose to encourage 

children through noticing their actions 

verses some forms of praise will help 

children discover their value and 

worth in their world.   

(Offered Again Session D3) 

Presenter: Velda McKenzie  

 

B5  Fostering Attachment Within 

Our Families to Build Connection, 

Effective Consequences and 

Restored Hope  In this workshop, 

we will explore the effects of 

trauma on attachment, and 

understand the connection 

between attachment and 

understanding consequences.  

We will learn practical, effective 

and FUN tools for fostering 

attachment within our families. We 

will then delve more deeply into 

understanding troubling behaviors 

such as chronic lying, stealing, 

and harm to self or others.  We will 

explore the difference between 

punishment that increases 

difficulty with attachment and 

effective trauma-informed 

consequences that restore hope 

and dignity to the child, and 

further restore him/her to family 

and community. Presenters: Lois 

Smidt & Krista McCalley 

 

D1  More Connection = Less 

Correction!  Overwhelmed? 

Frustrated? Worn Out? Running 

out of options?  Then it’s time for 

you to learn the life changing 

ways of Trust Based Relational 

Interventions (TBRI).  TBRI 

transformed my family’s life, and I 

want to give you this same hope 

and healing.  In this workshop, I will 

introduce you to the three 

principles of TBRI (empowering, 

connecting, and correcting).  I will 

primarily focus on connection, 

because the more you connect, 

the less you will need to correct!  

TBRI will give you the tools you 

need to create a healing 

environment for your child. TBRI 

not only provides an 

understanding of the child’s 

challenges, but also provides 

practical tools on how to alleviate 

the challenges.  While exploring 

TBRI principles, participants will 

learn how to get their child back 

on the normal developmental 

trajectory and on the road to 

healing.  Presenter: Darcie Van 

Voorst  

https://ifapa.ejoinme.org/MyEvents/2016SpringConference/tabid/570196/Default.aspx
http://www.ifapa.org/pdf_docs/ConferenceBrochureSpring2016wb.pdf


 

Our job as parents is 

to meet our kids' 

emotional needs at 

each stage of their 

development so they 

can advance to the 

demands of the next 

stage. In the teen 

years, everything 

we've done right and 

wrong comes into 

sharp focus. If we've 

accepted our child's dependency needs AND affirmed her 

development into her own separate person, she'll stay fiercely 

connected to us even as her focus shifts to peers, high school 

and the passions that make her soul sing. 

 

It’s appropriate for kids to become increasingly independent 

throughout their teen years. But it’s critical, for most of those 

years, for parents to remain their teen’s emotional and moral 

compass. Kids will begin to experiment with intimate relationships 

outside the family, but to do that successfully, they still rely on 

those intimate relationships at home remaining solid. That means 

that a teen who rebuffs parental bids for contact is probably 

looking outside for something he wasn’t getting at home. 

 

The biggest predictor of how early your child will become 

sexually active? The closer she is to you and her other parent, the 

longer she'll wait. 

 

We need to invite our children to rely on us emotionally until 

they’re emotionally ready to depend on themselves. Too often, in 

our culture, we let teenagers transfer their dependency outside 

the family, with disastrous results. Teens often give up a great deal 

of themselves in pursuit of the closeness they crave, only to crash 

against the hard reality that other teens aren’t developmentally 

able to offer them what they need. 

 

It is NOT a sign of healthy emotional development for a teen to 

push parents away, or for parents to let him. That’s a sign of a 

damaged relationship. Attempting to parent when your 

relationship with your teen is damaged is like pushing a boulder 

uphill. It’s never too late in your relationship with your child to do 

repair work, to move closer. But it’s a whole lot harder to build the 

strong connection you want if the foundation isn’t there. 

 
READ THE 16 WAYS YOU CAN STAY CONNECTED WITH YOUR TEEN 
 

(Source: AhaParenting.com) 

The Guardian Scholars Foundation 

(GSF) works with the Department of 

Human Services to locate young 

adults who have spent time in the 

foster care system between the 

ages of 14-18 and wish to attend 

college full-time. The program helps 

to facilitate their dreams by working 

with the host college to create a 

support system of administration, 

professors, and financial aid 

associates ready to work with the 

academic inequality and financial 

instability that often accompany an 

individual from the foster system. 
 

The goal of The Guardian Scholars 

Foundation is to help fund 

educational costs for each scholar 

by providing up to $8,000 per year 

to add to state and federal 

assistance and supplements from 

the host university. 
 

Currently, Buena Vista University, 

Grand View University, and Waldorf 

College have teamed up with the 

Guardian Scholars Foundation to 

become partner colleges. When a 

student is accepted as a Guardian 

Scholar at a partner college the 

institution agrees to gift an 

additional $8,000 per year on top of 

previously offered aid and the 

Guardian Scholars gift, in order to 

attempt to guarantee paid tuition, 

room and board, and a stipend for 

textbooks. The Guardian Scholars 
application deadline is March 1. 
 

LEARN MORE & APPLY 
 
Find Other Scholarship Opportunities 

16 Ways to Stay hhhh 
Connected to Your Teen 

http://www.ahaparenting.com/Ages-stages/teenagers/parent-teen-relationship
http://www.guardianscholarsfoundation.com/
http://www.ifapa.org/resources/college-planning.asp


The positive comments just keep coming 

in about Kim Combes’ Utilizing the 

Nurtured Heart Approach Training... ATTENTION 
FOSTER PARENTS 
 

Required Reasonable and 

Prudent Parent Standard  

(RPPS) Training Now Available 
In September 2014, Congress passed the 

“Prevent Sex Trafficking & Strengthening 

Families” Act, H.R. 4980. This law establishes 

prudent parent standards throughout the United 

States. As part of this federal law, foster parents 
are now required to complete the Reasonable 

and Prudent Parent Standard Training by 

September 30, 2016. 

 

The Reasonable and Prudent Parent Standard 

allows foster parents to give their foster children 

permission to do age-appropriate activities that 

promote cognitive, emotional, physical and 

behavioral growth. All states are now required 

to promote normalcy for children in foster care. 

 

In order to complete this requirement, foster 

parents must view the Reasonable Prudent 

Parent Standard training video. This training will 

take approximately 30 minutes to complete. 

Upon completion of the video, foster parents will 

be directed to a form to complete. After the 

form is submitted, a confirmation email will be 

sent to the training participant that completed 

this required training. Foster parents must 

forward the email confirmation to their Iowa 

KidsNet Renewal/Support Specialist in order to 

demonstrate they have received credit for 

completing this required course. 
 

TAKE THE TRAINING 

ABOUT THE CLASS: 
The Nurtured Heart Approach® is a 

set of core methodologies originally 

developed for working with the 

most difficult child or teen. It has a 

proven, transformative impact on 

every child, including those with 

behavioral diagnosis such as ADHD, 

Autism, Asperger’s Syndrome, 

Oppositional Defiant Disorder, and 

Reactive Attachment Disorder – almost always 

without the need for medications or long-term 

treatment.  Parents will discover how easy it is to not 

only improve their situation with a challenging or 

difficult child, but to transform the child through the 

awareness that their intensity is actually the source of 

their greatness.  Trainer: Kim Combes, LBSW, M.Ed. 

 

UPCOMING CLASS LOCATIONS & TIMES: 
Saturday, March 5 (9am-4:30pm) Burlington 

Saturday, March 19 (9am-4:30pm) Fort Dodge 

 

TO REGISTER: 
Call 800-277-8145 ext. 1 or REGISTER ONLINE 

 

TO VIEW OTHER CLASSES: 
VIEW FULL TRAINING SCHEDULE 

MORE ON NORMALCY IN FOSTER CARE 
The Youth Policy Institute of Iowa (YPII) has 

released an Issue Brief on Normalcy in Foster 

Care. The paper - When Normal Ain't Normal - 

and infographic (11x17) include results of a 

survey of nearly 500 young people who have 

been in foster care or other out-of-home 

placement, as well as policy recommendations 

to align state law with the federal Strengthening 

Families Act.  

 

 

http://www.ifapa.org/training/Reasonable-and-Prudent-Parent-Standard.asp
http://www.ifapa.org/training/training-registration-form.aspx
http://www.ifapa.org/training/ifapa_training_schedule.asp
http://www.ypii.org/Resource_PDF/IssueBrief_Normalcy.pdf
http://www.ypii.org/Resource_PDF/NormalcyPoster.pdf

