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Topic:  Finding Strengths in the Same Places


Ideas:  A “pain in the ass” can hide a host of strengths. The skills are hidden from us because of our personal reactions and expectations of adolescents and from the youth as a result of years of negative experiences and messages.


Discussion: In a recent workshop I learned of a young man who describes himself as a “pain in the ass”.  The other staff from that office verified both the description and the youth identification with it.  Consequently we decided to take a look at just what that meant to all of them.  


What makes up that negative profile? “This young man consistently shows up at 4:30 PM in the afternoon when he wants or needs something, often/usually on Friday.  He will talk endlessly to anyone in the office who will listen and he pushes, pushes, pushes until he gets what he has come for.  He’s generally obnoxious.” 


Looking at the other end of the stick that this young man has picked up, we can see that he clearly has a sense of time and timing.  Whether intuitive or developed through experiences with “the system”, he has a clear sense of how important timing can be.  He is not intimidated by adults and is willing to engage even strangers in advocating for his own needs.  He is persistent when working for a cause and he has a stick-to-itiveness that both families and employers will find a boon as well as a bother.  We find it a bother because he is attempting to force us to do what he wants done.  We find it difficult because we join him in only looking at how difficult teens can be.


This young man is frustrated and angry at the system and with us because all he has gotten is rebuff.  A positive definition of himself has not been salvaged from the personal reactions of the professionals and parenting figures around him and so he has accepted the negative.  What we might do with him and those around him is to help all of them to reexamine his characteristics as strengths that both he and world can value.  Since he takes responsibility for these attributes, we can help him recognize them as strengths as well as weaknesses. We can help him stop looking back and start looking forward to who and what he wants in his life and help him to employ those very strengths in the service of that goal.  With some luck, the child welfare staff will do just that.  


What Do You Think?
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