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What to do about
overstressed adolescents
By David Gleason, PsyD, Critical Friends Group coach, author of At What Cost: Defending Adolescent Development
in Fiercely Competitive Schools. dgleason@developmentalempathy.org

Dr. Gleason’s book can be
purchased through the NSRF
website here.
Details on the “Now What?”
Workshops
can be found
on the NSRF website.
For the past two years, I have
been intrigued by what I have come
WRDSSUHFLDWHDVDSURIRXQGO\HೲHFtive methodology for professional development for adults in
schools, as well as in many other organizations, such as in
businesses and healthcare institutions.
Two years ago, I witnessed the undeniable value of
Critical Friends Group® work in action during a visit to the
American Community Schools of Athens, Greece. Critical
Friends Group communities use a structured and highly
engaging approach to faculty professional development
in schools, and it is currently utilized in many schools
throughout the US and around the world.
I was struck immediately by how collaborative and
trusting this group of 12 faculty members was with each
other. Each group member contributed, like a peer-consultant, to help another member generate possible solutions
to the particularly challenging classroom dilemma she had
presented to the group.
In a follow-up conversation with that group’s leader,
David Nelson, a member of the ACS Athens faculty and
NSRF International Facilitator, I learned that more than
80% of the teachers in this K-12 international school had
been participating in these “collaborative learning communities” (so named by the school) as their primary approach
WRSURIHVVLRQDOGHYHORSPHQWIRUWKUHHWRYH\HDUVE\WKHQ
and that their collective sense of cohesiveness and teamwork as a full faculty were very well-established.
These collaborative learning communities had been
meeting monthly for two hours, on school-sanctioned time,
allocated explicitly for faculty professional development.
I watched this diverse group of educators (representing 13-grade levels and all academic disciplines) as they
brainstormed, asked probing and clarifying questions that

IHGRೲRQHDQRWKHUFRQYH\HGXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGYDOLGDWLRQ
to the presenter, and, ultimately, generated numerous possible solutions for this one teacher’s dilemma.
,ZDVVWUXFNE\KRZHೲHFWLYHWKLVDSSURDFKZDVރDQG
is — in contrast to the most common and, in my opinion,
OHDVWHೲHFWLYHDSSURDFKWRUHDOSURIHVVLRQDOGHYHORSPHQW
for adults in schools.
Typical professional development consists of teachers
and administrators leaving their schools to attend conferHQFHVZKHUHWKH\OLVWHQWRFRQWHQWVSHFLFSUHVHQWDWLRQV
often in large lecture halls among total strangers. They
then return to their schools, only to resume “business (or
teaching) as usual.” While the insights and curricular lessons gleaned in these conferences can be valuable, they
rarely – if ever – lead to the full faculty’s actual growth and
development.
While observing these professional learning groups, in
and of itself, was incredibly heartening, its major impact
on me was the unexpected realization that these collaborative learning groups could play a vital, if not pivotal, role
in advancing my mission: to promote “developmentally
empathic” practices and policies in schools everywhere.
This is what motivated me recently to participate in
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Part 1 and Part 2
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protocol structures are also
adaptable and applicable
to larger-group quandaries
and challenges, such as an
entire faculty’s desire to become a more developmentally empathic school.
As I describe in my
book At What Cost?,
anxiety, depression, and
their dangerous manifestations, including substance
abuse, eating disorders,
self-injury and suicide are
increasing student conditions at many competitive high schools
throughout the U.S. and all around
the world. Paradoxically, most of these
schools promote themselves as being
committed to their students’ holistic
development in academics, athletics,
and the arts, and in their personal,
social, and emotional growth. Unfortunately, these dedicated educators all
around the world fully admit to overscheduling, overworking and, at times,
overwhelming their students.
7KLVFRQLFWނDGXOWVZDQWLQJWR
educate students in healthy, safe, and
balanced way but, at the same time
(and against their best intentions),
overscheduling, overworking, and
RYHUZKHOPLQJWKHPނUHHFWVDWUXH
bind for these well-meaning adults.
Fortunately, and to their tremendous credit, after admitting to this
bind, they ask, “What do we do now?
How can we begin to reclaim our primary commitments to the healthy and
balanced education for our students?”
For the past two years – since the

publication of At What Cost? – I have
been presenting at schools and conferences around the world with the
primary mission of trying to expose
WKHFRQLFWLQJG\QDPLFVRIWKHDGXOWVވ
bind, and then to recruit these adults –
educators and parents alike – to try to
begin making changes that help them
to (1) validate and reclaim their original and primary missions of wanting
to educate and parent their students
in healthy, safe, and balanced ways,
and (2) recognize and respect their
students’ still-developing status as
children and adolescents who are simply not ready to manage the amount of
pressure and stress that is imposed on
them by the adults in their lives and by
the ultra-competitive culture at large.

+HOSLQJZHOOLQWHQWLRQHGDGXOWV
WRPDNHFKDQJHVQHFHVVDU\WR
EHQHጢWDGROHVFHQWV
One of the main lessons I have
learned throughout these various presentations is that these well-meaning
educators already feel so pressed for
time in their busy, often hectic, lives

OXGCUY BCQǍCTTGPO ?OBUFCGSB?OECǍPVTN?OGǔCTU?UGPOT
GOAMVBGOETV@TU?OAC?@VTC C?UGOEBGTPǍBCST TCMDƧGOJVǌ̀ ?OBTVGAGBC
?ǍCGOAǍC?TGOETUVBCOUAPOBGUGPOT?UN?OYAPNQCUGUGùCFGEFTAFPPMT
UFǍPVEFPVUUFC3 1 ?OB?MM?ǍPVOBUFCWPǍMB 
.?S?BPXGA?MMY NPTUPǔUFCTCTAFPPMTQǍPNPUCUFCNTCMùCT
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and jobs, that even though they truly
want to begin making developmentally
empathic changes, they are just not
sure of how to actually start what feels
to them to be a somewhat overwhelming – if not daunting – change process.

1HZSDUWQHUVKLSEHWZHHQ'HYHO
RSPHQWDO(PSDWK\DQG1DWLRQDO
6FKRRO5HIRUP)DFXOW\
To address this issue, and to provide schools with a practical and realistic option for beginning this change
process, my consulting group, Developmental Empathy LLC, has recently
partnered with the NSRF organization
to design a straightforward “next step”
intervention for schools to employ to
review their current maladaptive practices and to begin generating achievable goals and concrete plans for
changing them in the developmentally
empathic direction.
6SHFLFDOO\ZHKDYHGHVLJQHGD
one- or two-day professional development workshop to facilitate the start
of this challenging change process.
By the end of the workshop, participants (administrators, teachers, and/
or parents from the same schools), will
have generated real and actionable
“next steps” in the process of making long-term adaptive changes. As
Michele Mattoon, Director of NSRF,
has succinctly stated, “At What Cost?
clearly provides the ‘why’ for schools
to change. NSRF can help provide the
‘how.’” I couldn’t agree more.
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If you’re interested in participating in our
pilot program launching this spring, email us
at PCFC@NSRFharmony.org and ask to be put
on our email list for updates.

Problem identified:

NOW WHAT?

Author David Gleason of At What Cost? has revealed the dilemma: highly
competitive schools feel deeply committed to educating their students in
healthy, safe, and balanced ways, challenging them with appropriate rigor,
and meeting their students where they are. Yet these same educators also
admit that they have been overscheduling, overworking, and sometimes
overwhelming their students.
Developmental Empathy, LLC, partnered
National School Reform Faculty,® origiNext steps with
nators of Critical Friends Group® work, to
develop workshops helping you take action
around this dilemma. In a one-day event, your team, with expert facilitation
support, can begin to build an action plan supported by David Gleason’s research.

call US: 1-844-9-EMPATHY

(1-844-936-7284)

www.DevelopmentalEmpathy.org
DGleason@DevelopmentalEmpathy.org

www.NSRFharmony.org
NowWhat@nsrfharmony.org

