
Making Happy Happen 
Building resilience in children

by Rachel Robertson

When new parents are asked what they 
want most for their child, they almost 
always say something along the lines of, 
“I just want her to be happy.” Early 
childhood professionals would often 
agree. But as children grow we tend to 
spend most of our energy helping them 
achieve, whether it be in school, work, 
hobbies, or other endeavors. Somehow 
we’ve linked happiness with achieve-
ment. But the truth is, achievement and 
happiness are not synonymous, nor does 
the presence of one guarantee the other. 
While progressive achievement is a 
worthwhile goal for children, it should 
not be pursued instead of, or worse, at 
the expense of happiness. But how do we 
prepare children to be happy? How can 
we set our young children on a course 
that leads to lifelong contentment? 

Resilience

One of the best ways to nurture happi-
ness is to prepare children for the adver-

sity they’re guaranteed to encounter in 
life: in other words, develop their 
 resilience. Ann Masten, a leading 
researcher on resilience calls it ordinary 
magic: a commonplace phenomenon 
that can do wondrous things. Sure, 
resilience is something we are all born 
with. But, if it is not nurtured or if a 
child repeatedly experiences significant 
crises his resilience can wither and 
fade. Purposefully developing a child’s 
naturally resilient tendencies will give 
him the essential life skills he needs to 
cope with challenges, adopt a positive 
perspective, and develop self-confi-

dence and self-worth — all essential 
ingredients for happiness.

Experts on child resilience agree there 
are specific characteristics or elements 
of a child’s life that most contribute to 
their resilience. Dr. Kenneth Ginsburg 
(2006), a pediatrician and leading 
expert on child resilience, organizes 
these characteristics and elements into 
the 7Cs:

n	Competence: A child’s competence is 
built through opportunities to fully 
develop and master specific skills or 
strengths. This includes concrete 
skills like math, softball, reading, or 
piano and less concrete skills such as 
the ability to solve problems, be a 
good friend, or make thoughtful 
decisions.

n	Confidence: Children need to have a 
general belief in themselves and their 
abilities, believing that they are 
important and can make a positive 
difference and worthwhile contri-
bution to the world.

n	Connection: Strong relationships 
serve as a safety net for all individu-
als, particularly children. When a 
child feels connected, she feels pro-
tected and is more likely to explore 
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band-aids, or healing kisses for unseen 
boo-boos while the child sobs. But in 
many cases, these words and actions are 
unnecessary and even unhelpful. Instead, 
we could respond with encouragement, 
“Yes, you fell, but you were walking so 
well. You can do it again!” Often a child 
in this scenario will just brush himself off 
and carry on playing. He will think, “If 
she thinks I’m okay, I guess I am.” 

Apply this simple analogy to other situa-
tions and you’ll get an idea of what it 
takes to nurture a child’s resilience. 
Basically what we’re talking about here is 
encouraging children to keep trying, to 
persevere, and to solve their own prob-
lems, all with our encouragement and 
support —  rather than protecting them 
from natural disappointment and strug-
gles. By protecting them, we teach them 
to rely on us; by encouraging and sup-
porting them, we teach them how to rely 
on themselves.

What Teachers Can Do

As an early childhood educator, there are 
many ways to support children’s devel-
opment in these areas. Listed are a few 
simple, but effective, ideas:

n	Provide support rather than advice. 
When children ask you how to do 
something, ask them what ideas they 
have. Guide them as they work to 
solve their own problems using their 
own solutions. Even if you know a 
solution is unlikely to work, let them 
try anyway and learn this on their 
own. What this looks like: 

 

 Jacob is trying to cut a shape out of 
construction paper. He is holding the 
paper in a way that is making it diffi-
cult. Instead of telling him how to fix  
it or moving the paper herself, a 
 teacher might prompt Jacob’s own 
problem-solving abilities by asking  
him what changes he could make  
that might make cutting easier.

the world knowing that she has 
 support when she needs it.  

n	Character: Although the lines between 
right and wrong are still blurry in the 
early years, children are beginning to 
develop an internal moral code to 
guide them (for example, their focus on 
‘fairness’) as they make increasingly 
complex decisions.  Without a strong 
sense of character, children can’t define 
or develop their personal values.

n	Contribution: Having opportunities to 
make a positive impact are essential to 
children’s sense of worth, whether it be 
through gestures of compassion (hug-
ging a tearful friend) or participating in 
activities that affect the larger commu-
nity (participating in a trike-a-thon 
 fundraiser or park clean-up). 

n	Coping: Children need to develop 
internal coping responses that allow 
them to navigate challenges without 
turning to destructive behaviors or 
relying solely on others to help them 
through difficult times. Being able  
to understand and regulate their 
 emotions is a critical life skill and one 
teachers should intentionally nurture. 

n	Control: From their first assertive 
“NO!” young children declare their 
control over their own lives. Children 
need clear boundaries,  predictable rou-
tines, and consistent caregivers (who 
behave in consistent ways) mixed with 
the ability to assert control when 
appropriate to develop a sense of their 
abilities and desire to feel in control of 
their lives.

The trouble is, to do these things often 
means going against natural caregiving 
instincts for teachers and parents. 
Consider this scene that we’ve all wit-
nessed. A young child toddles or runs 
freely and then suddenly stumbles and 
falls. He immediately looks to the adult 
nearby for her reaction. Naturally, many 
of us would say, “Are you okay?” in a 
compassionate voice while offering hugs, 

n	Role-play typical age-appropriate 
moral dilemmas or ethical challenges 
so when children face these in real 
life they are more prepared. Use 
 puppets, felt boards, story  writing and 
telling, or dramatic play to think them 
through. What this looks like: 

 There was a fire in a building across 
the street from the center. The   
children saw the fire trucks and have 
continued to discuss it. The teachers 
put firefighter coats and hats in the 
dramatic play area along with fire 
trucks in the block area to allow for 
deeper exploration.

n	Practice considering others’ perspec-
tives. You can play a simple game 
with children of watching other 
 children or looking at illustrations in a 
book together. Make up a story behind 
what each person is thinking or feel-
ing at that moment. Have fun with it 
and be creative. What this looks like: 

 The teacher reads a story about a 
child’s first day at school. He stops 
periodically to ask the children what 
they think the main character may  
be thinking. The teacher points out  
the context, facial features, and 
 gestures to help children consider 
these things when evaluating a 
 situation.

n	Get out of the way. Let children make 
mistakes (when safe) and learn from 
these. It is hard to watch a child stum-
ble or fail, but the experience of using 
their own wits and talents to improve 
their circumstances is often more valu-
able than any tips you might provide. 
What this looks like: 

 Two children are riding a two-seat 
 tricycle on the playground. One  
wheel falls off the track into a rut. 
Instead of helping them, the teacher 
intentionally stays back and observes 
as the children work diligently to get 
the trike back on the track.

n	Teach social and coping skills. 
We often use words and phrases with 



children like, “Wait your turn,” 
“Share,” or “Be nice” without help-
ing them understand what the 
words mean or how to meet our 
expectations. Teach these important 
skills before expecting them. Logical 
consequences are only appropriate 
when the child has the skills or 
knowledge but has  chosen not to use 
them. What this looks like: 

n	Coping with adversity, challenges, 
and bad news is tough; teaching 
 children specific skills to do so is 
useful. Simple strategies like count-
ing backwards from ten when upset, 
taking three deep breaths when 
stressed, feeling comfortable asking 
for a little ‘alone time,’ and laughing 
with friends when sad are good tools 
to have available when needed. 
What this looks like: 

n	Above all, be a good role model. 
Children are watching and learning 
from how you approach life and 
respond to challenges:

•	Do you demonstrate optimism 
and hope? 

•	Can you smile, laugh, and enjoy 
others’ company even after a 
 stressful day? 

•	Do you see difficulties as chal-
lenges, rather than obstacles?  

 If you answered no to these ques-
tions, it is important to care for your-
self in a way that increases your own 
resilience so you can best support its 

	 50	 BUILDING	RESILIENCE	IN	CHILDREN	 www.ChildCareExchange.com
  EXCHANGE     JulY/AuGuST 2014

Encouragement vs. Praise

We live in a culture where a blue ribbon, a gold star, a trophy, or at minimum an 
enthusiastic, “Good job!” has become commonplace and even expected when 
children participate in an activity, regardless of their effort or the outcome.  
Many feel these practices are important for building a child’s self-esteem and  
are  harmless. In fact, they are neither. While each situation in and of itself is not 
harmful, and some are perfectly appropriate, the practice of continually praising 
or over-praising a child can be.

The problem with praise is that children begin to expect constant acknowledge-
ment and become alarmed when they don’t get it. They come to rely on external 
praise, rather than develop internal motivation or confidence in their emerging 
abilities. (All those “good jobs” we educators like to throw around and sticker 
rewards aren’t such a good thing after all.) Children stop doing things because 
they should or they can, and instead do them for the recognition they receive. 
Further, according to Carol Dweck, a professor at Columbia University (2011), 
 children who come to rely on praise take fewer risks, because they are unwilling 
to lose their praiseworthy status. When children seek praise (consciously or 
unconsciously) they tend to avoid anything they won’t get ‘right’: which is 
 unfortunate because mistakes, trial and error, and risk-taking are critical 
 elements of any learning process.

This issue is relevant for children of any age, from toddlers to teens. The impact 
of praise on a child starts early. In fact, in a study facilitated by Dweck (2011), 
researchers found that children as young as 14 months had begun developing 
opinions about themselves and their abilities based on the praise they received. 
As children age, if they only define themselves by good grades, winning, or 
 anytime they receive praise, they’ll feel less competent or worthy when these 
things are absent (e.g., the real world). 

So what should we do instead? As an alternative to praising the outcome or end 
result or the children themselves, we should offer recognition and encourage-
ment for their efforts and attitude. 

n	Encouragement can be inspirational and motivating — a gentle, supportive 
nudge that helps children meet important goals — instead of self-defining and 
limiting.

n	When we do praise children, it should be genuine: 
• Praise that is specific (“That was very kind of you to clean up your toys 

 without being reminded”) rather than generic (“You are wonderful!”).
• Praise that is focused on behavior (“You came up with a very creative 

 solution”) rather than the person (“You are so smart”). 

In Dwecks’ study, children who received encouragement were more likely to 
believe their intelligence could change and they could do better if they tried hard, 
whereas children who were praised felt their intelligence was fixed and were 
already, even in the toddler years, avoiding experiences perceived to be 
 challenging. 

Kiani is very upset. The teacher 
 notices this and acknowledges it 
 saying, “Kiani, you have a frown on 
your face and your fists are tight. I 
think you are upset. When I am upset, 
I sometimes go to a quiet place to 
think. Other times I like to pound my 
fists on something soft like a pillow or 
playdough. Would you like to do one 
of those things?”
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Resources

Dr. Kenneth Ginsburg’s website 
www.fosteringresilience.com/

Edward Hallowell’s The Childhood Roots 
of Adult Happiness (Ballantine Books, 
2002)

Madeline Levine’s The Price of Privilege 
(Harper, 2008)

Ann Masten article
www.pbs.org/thisemotionallife/blogs/
ordinary-magic

www.thekidcounselor.com/articles/
encouragement-vs-praise

www.positivediscipline.com/files/
Praise_and_Encouragement.pdf
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development in  children. What this 
looks like: 

 Two teachers have a misunderstand-
ing about the schedule, but they 
 demonstrate cooperation and 
communi cation in front of the 
 children.

The roots of lifelong happiness and 
resilience develop in early childhood 
and should be nurtured throughout 
children’s lives. We have only a short 
time with children. It is up to us to 
make each moment count and to  
help them so they can achieve the  
goal set forth for them as newborns,  
“To be happy.”
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