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HEROES is a unique program run by the IMPACT Society for youth between the ages of 11 and 14.

The curriculum is designed to promote resilience in youth through its provision of programming centered

on neural and cognitive development. The curriculum is provided yearly across twelve classes, and the

youth may take part in programming for a maximum of three years.  Importantly, this program is

multidomain focused, including parents, teachers and communities, as these systems form a key part of

the experiential learning that assists in the reinforcement of learned material. The design of the

curriculum is centered on leading youth through an educational and experiential journey, in order to aid

them in discovering their dominant strengths, to build self-confidence, productively connect with others,

and contribute to the greater good.  The emphasis of the program is strength based, recognizing that

nurturing environments provide the safety necessary to free up cognitive space dominated by emotional

reasoning thereby allowing the youth to assimilate lessons and to leverage their discovered strengths to

promote optimal cognitive, emotional, social, academic and behavioural gains.

It is however recognized that not all youth will be able to utilize the learnings of HEROES with ease for

a myriad of reasons.   Widely recognized variable that hinders educational attainment of personal

positive lessons stem from aversive and traumatic experiences. As a result, the question at hand is

whether a program like HEROES can support youth who have elevated levels of negative experiences to

successful assimilate the information taught due to higher levels of dysregulation and negative biases in

thinking regarding the self, other and the world.

The following white paper will consider the HEROES program for its ability to support youth who have

experienced adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) by reviewing: the design of the HEROES program,

noted impacts of trauma on the brain, and how these impacts can interfere with the adoption of positive

lessons, as well as key research covering the benefits of programming like HEROES to mitigate the
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impacts of trauma and risk.  Last, this document will conclude by making key recommendations for

educational and curricular additions to the teaching elements of the HEROES program.

THE HEROES Program

The HEROES program was born out of the belief that youth need to be surrounded by individuals that

will support them through the key developmental years of adolescence, while they are engaging in

identity formation.  Curriculum aids youth in identifying their dominant personal, environmental and

performance strengths so that the youth learns to leverage these strengths so they can flourish across

personal, social and educational domains. Youth cover teachings that support them in:  forming positive

attachments to both peers and supportive adults; feeling empowered to have choice and be hopeful

about their future; understanding the need to be civically connected; and to develop an understanding

their unique value, that should be treated with fairness, equity and respect.  Youth are provided a safe

environment to learn in where they can use their voice while participating in the program.  They learn

key values to guide their thinking and behaviour and ultimately learn they are capable of charting a

future that is positive in its trajectory.  The HEROES program provides learning materials to both teachers

and caregivers so they can support the youth in a knowledgeable fashion so they can proceed through

the program successfully.

Adverse Childhood Experiences

Since Perry’s formative research in the 2000s, it has become clear that educational efforts as a whole

need to consider how Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) negatively impact a child or youth’s ability

to learn educational material.   Furthermore, ACEs have consistently been found to negatively impact

development, predisposing children and youth to experience additional risk factors, which interactively

hinder optimal development thereby limiting the potential for positive developmental trajectories and
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outcomes.  Adverse events are ones that are stressful and traumatic, such as neglect, maltreatment, loss,

parental separation/divorce, parental addiction and parental psychopathology (Divya, et al., 2021).

Prevalence figures indicate that a substantial proportion of Canadian children and youth are exposed

to ACEs during key developmental periods.  Divya et al’s (2021) study of 51 388 Canadian adults indicates

that over 60% had experienced at least one adverse childhood event (ACEs), with physical abuse,

intimate partner violence and emotional abuse being the most commonly encountered adversities.

Divya’s findings are very similar to MacDonald et al.’s findings for Alberta, where 49.1 % of respondents

experienced at least one ACE during development. Of note, Alberta was one of the Canadian provinces

demonstrating higher levels of childhood exposure to emotional abuse and intimate partner violence

(Divya et al., 2021).  Similar findings for the prevalence of childhood abuse are found throughout

Canada, with Afifi et al., (2021) noting the prevalence rate of 36.1% for at least one form of child abuse

experienced by the respondents in Alberta.  These similarities in prevalence suggest that within Alberta

about a third of children may be exposed to higher risk conditions, where some form of abuse and

household dysfunction are present (MacDonald et al., 2015). Given these prevalence rates, it is

imperative to consider programming elements and their ability to compensate for the impacts of ACEs

on learning.

It is important to note that the impacts of ACEs are often dose dependent, with increases in severity

and/or number of experienced ACEs  positively correlated to adverse mental health, developmental and

educational outcomes, such as: depressive and anxiety disorders, addictions, suicidal ideation, learning

difficulties, and traumatic stress disorders, as well as poor health outcomes, lower levels of social and

emotional supports, and low educational and/or economic achievement (e.g., Afifi, et al., 2014; Bethel et

al., 2016; 2012 Canadian Community Health Survey; Johnson et al., 2021; McDonald et al., 2015; Perry,

2001).  This finding emphasizes the need to ensure that intervention programming can be successful in

supporting youth who have been exposed to aversive experiences.
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Physiological Impacts of ACEs

Although stress is a normal experience, when stress is ongoing or extreme as is seen in the case of

trauma, it can be made worse by a limited ability to control outcomes and/or a lack of significant

supportive adults to aid in modifying stress levels.  When these conditions are present, we are more

likely to see limitations on optimal development.  The limitations are directly tied to the ongoing release

of stress hormones (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005/2014).  When the

developing brain is exposed to higher levels of stress hormones on a regular basis the amygdala or fear

center of the brain becomes more responsive to negative cues in the environment at lower levels, so

that minor stressors will easily trigger a physiological stress response.  As a result, children or youth who

have experienced ACEs are more likely to be emotionally focused – in other words, anxious.  The ongoing

elevated stress response also hinders development in the hippocampal region, making it difficult to

retain learning, resulting is an underproduction of neural connections in brain areas involved in

reasoning, planning, emotional regulation and control of behaviour (National Scientific Council on the

Developing Child 2005/2014). These limitations in cognition make facing challenges and adaptive

problem solving difficult hindering learning overall. The end result is that the child may have increased

difficulties in language, reading and problem solving creating lower levels of self-esteem and self-efficacy

(e.g., Johnson et al., 2016; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005/2014; McDonald,

2015).

Behavioural difficulties have been also connected to ongoing stressors and adverse experiences in

the familial domain, such as family conflict and divorce.   A warm and stable environment, a place where

a caring adult figure is present to help regulate anxious emotional responses and process the difficulties

encountered in daily life, supports the attainment of the ability to understand of one’s own and others’

emotional responses.  If these optimal family conditions are not present during development it

contributes to the lack of ability to understand and regulate one’s own emotions as well as appropriately
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respond to others in institutional and social environments, leading to difficulties with making and

keeping friends, problems dealing with authority figures and adherence to socially acceptable standards

of behaviour.  As a result, the child/youth may experience further stresses within the broader systems

within which they interact, such as school due to poor interactions with peers and/or teachers (e.g.,

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005/2014; Winer & Thompson, 2013).

There is a myriad of risks that worsen ACEs, such as household stress, parental psychopathology,

lack of an adult English speaker in the household, race/racism, larger families with four or more children,

frequent residential relocations, single parent households, parental unemployment and poverty (e.g.,

Bernard, et al., 2021; Evans et al., 2013, Johnson, et al., 2021; Winer & Thompson, 2013).   Any

combination of these aforementioned risk factors, contribute to the creation of chronic stress responses,

which appears to epigenetically alter the expression of genes that regulate the stress response, thereby

changing how an individual respond to stress throughout their lifecycle (e.g., National Scientific Council

on the Developing Child, 2005/2014).  Specifically, ongoing negative experiences and stressors remove

the child or youth from a resilient zone by creating brain responses that are chronically dysregulated

leaving the youth “stuck in a state of either hyperarousal (being bumped above the Resilient Zone) or

hypoarousal (stuck below the Resilient Zone) or oscillation between the two extremes as the nervous

system attempts to find a balance” (Leitch, 2017, pg. 7). Not surprisingly, mental health conditions,

including depression, anxiety, addictions, obsessive compulsive disorders and post-traumatic stress

disorder have been clearly linked to ongoing experienced stress (e.g., Afifi, et al., 2014; Evans et al.,

2013; Sperry & Widom, 2014).

Given this, arguments are made for the necessity of interventions to identify and work with youth

who may have had exposure to multiple risk factors in order to provide the buffers needed to mitigate

the impacts of ongoing stresses and address the difficulties that have come from traumatic and adverse
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events (Evans et al., 2013; Johnson et al., 2021). Identification of youth or provision of programming

aimed at supporting all youth in their ability to thrive is key as research has noted that positive

experiences have a significant mediating effect limiting the impact of negative past experiences in

children and youth (Bethell, et al., 2019).   Moreover, these Positive Childhood Experiences (PCEs) have

been found to be dose dependent, so that they increase the youth’s ability to self-regulate the stress

response, aid in learning, support social-emotional understanding and decrease behaviour difficulties

thereby promoting the ability to flourish (2019).

Trauma Informed Programming and HEROES

Programming like HEROES, that works to enhance the unique developmental strengths of youth

provide a key component to Trauma Informed Care. Successful interventions identify the individual

strengths of youth as well as noting areas for growth, allowing for the youth to use their strengths to

adapt to challenging situations.

Gains in Developmental Assets

Gains in understanding personal strengths and the development of personal and social assets

are clearly connected to resilience or thriving and these are key components to the HEROES' program.

Research has noted that when youth are supported in developing an understanding of their personal

strengths and skills, they are more likely to develop positive relationships at home and with peers, and

develop positive connections within the community that promotes the attainment of social capital (e.g.,

Roehlkepartain, et al., 2017; Scales et al., 2016).  The learning gains regarding one’s self strengths as well

as the connections made with others aid the youth in adaptive problem solving and successfully

resolution of challenges.  As a result, the youth  are able to use their assets to promote gains in cognitive

and social emotional arenas, resulting in more accurate interpretation of the self’s capabilities and

other’s intentions, promoting positive behavioural choices that work to increase overall well-being (e.g.,
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https://www.impactsociety.com/ ; https://flourishinglife.com/framework; Roehlkepartain, et al., 2017;

Scales et al., 2016).

Successful programming like HEROES contain key educational components that help the youth

understand themselves and others in a more positive fashion. The program emphasizes constructive use

of time and community engagement, a commitment to learning, positive values such as caring for others

and responsibility, interpersonal and intrapersonal competence, and positive views of self, which have all

been found to reduce risk oriented behaviour.  These outcomes were noted in Roehlkepartain, et al.’s

research, which demonstrated youth with higher developmental assets had a decreased engagement in

tobacco, alcohol, other drugs, violence, and early sexual involvement. Likewise, youth with high

developmental assets were more likely to be successful academically, have stronger interpersonal

strengths and value diversity, aid others and were successful in overcoming adversity.  These authors

underscore that positive relationships with youth and program leaders/educators were the cornerstone

of social emotional strength development (2017).

The aforementioned programming elements found within HEROES have been clearly linked to

resilience or the ability to flourish despite past adverse experiences (Donnon & Hammond, 2017).  They

provide the key positive experiences that aid youth by providing “a powerful health promoting step with

lifelong benefits including potential improvements in school, employment, and pro-social outcomes–as

well as a possible ‘equalizer’ in socioeconomic differences” (Kahnlou & Ray 2014, pg. 65). By emphasizing

the youth’s strengths and ability to adapt and connect with others, experiential programming modifies

vulnerabilities via the youth’s change in focus from the negative to the positive. Effective programing like

HEROES, directs teaching, connection, and supports in order to help the youth to develop a positive

self-concept as well as promotes positive experiences with key leaders, teachers and community leaders,

which aids in the development of emotional regulation as these individuals are seen as providing safety.

https://www.impactsociety.com/
https://flourishinglife.com/framework
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Furthermore, experiential learning like that provided by the HEROES program supports the youth so

that they develop their social understandings and behaviour as a result of the positive interactions they

experience in key social systems, such as with peers or within the school. Not surprisingly, when

programs work to engage the family, school and community to positively and redemptively work with

the youth, it increases the ability of the youth to thrive if values such as fairness, social justice and

mutual respect are experienced.  These types of experiences teach the youth to use these values in turn

when interpreting situations thereby allowing them to react to the situation in a prosocial fashion

(Kahnlou & Ray, 2014).

As previously mentioned, Positive dose effects (PDE) are connected to resilient outcomes, indicating

that either longer programming is necessary or conversely, programming take on a multi-domain

approach that modifies social environments, such as the family, community and school.   Modifying the

systems that interact with the youth provides continuity of care, which increases the likelihood that the

youth will continue to be related to in a positive fashion and reinforced long after the completion of

programming (Hawkins et al., 2005; Kahnlou & Wray, 2014).  The HEROES program provides

programming that is multidomain oriented and as a result is more effective at modifying past aversive

experiences due to its impacts on the neuroplasticity of the youth, as the brain reorganizes based on the

repetitive positive experiences.

Programmatic components for neurological change

The HEROES program would benefit from the addition of key educational components directed at

calming the presence of dysregulated emotions that may be found in some students due to the impacts

of ACEs. It is important to reiterate that is the decreases in physiological stress responses that facilitate

the youth’s ability to use higher cognitive functions in learning environments, promoting the ability to

consolidate the learning into memory (Dorado et al., 2019; Perry 2009; Richards, 2016). Emotional

regulation strategies recommended by Perry (2009), start with teaching patterned activities that
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decrease stress responses, such as deep breathing, activities that involve physicality and the arts, or

mindfulness as these activates will lessen possible stress responses that may be triggered by topics,

words, sounds and so on.  By engaging youth in activities that engage multiple senses, stress reactions

over time are lessened promoting feelings of safety for the youth in the class thereby improving

emotional regulation and impulsivity (2009; Richards et al, 2016). Leitch (2017) recommends that

program facilitators work to create activities that follow: ”a rhythm of calming and activating questions

throughout the process: ask a few questions that generate Parasympathetic calming followed by a

couple of questions that might be activating, followed by calming question “(pg. 5)

This is important as using Leitch’s technique will allow overtime for teachers and mentors to

begin to recognize stress responses in the youth, such as rapid breathing and as a result, will

know when to engage in calming activities or questions.  Most importantly, these activities

should teach the youth how to self-regulate on their own so that they can identify their stress

responses and engage in self-regulatory activities across a wide array of settings (Leitch, 2017).

Research has found that the intentional use of these techniques in programming facilitates the

ability to support the acquisition and use of knowledge that is connected to more intra and interpersonal

understanding (Dorado, et al., 2016; Perry, 2009). Leitch (2017) notes that education of

self-regulation skills where the youth engages in practice of these skills outside of programming

time facilitates gains in neuroplasticity and resilience as the brain becomes less reactive to

previous triggers.   By practicing and utilizing these calming skills youth then become aware of

their ability to control their emotional responses providing them a protective skill set that

begets feelings of mastery and increases in self-esteem.

It should be emphasized here, that the positive engagement experiences with self, peers and

mentorship figures found within the HEROES program do work to enhance neuronal connections that
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modify stress responses (Delima & Vimpani, 2011).  Neurological positive experiences are defined as

those that consist of inputs that are nurturing, surrounding enrichment experiences that are consistent

and predictable, so that the individual learns to expect positives from others and their environments

(e.g., Perry, 2006, 2009). Perry emphasizes the need for repetition of positive experiences as these

function to regulate fear responses that direct youth who have experienced adverse situations to

interpret situations that are ambiguous as threats (2006). The repetition of positive experiences can take

the form of homework as seen in the HEROES program, which requires the application of programmatic

learning to various domains in the youth’s life.  This works well within the HEROES’ program as

educators, families and communities are equipped to support the youth’s development, further

modifying stress responses and encouraging development of the neural networks of “bonding,

attachment, social communication and affiliation” (Perry, 2009, 246). Thus, at the core of effective

programming like HEROES is the recognition that healthy stabile, dependable relationships that are

attuned to the youth’s feelings, cognitions, and needs, support the healing of past adverse experiences

by rewriting the youth’s interpretation of internal and external environmental cues.

Consideration of culturally appropriate support systems

Given the importance of experiential learning, connecting to the systems and communities within

which youth regularly interact, is a key component to supportive programming (i.e., Richards, 2016;

Ungar, 2011). By connecting youth with culturally appropriate civic engagement opportunities Ungar has

noted that programming can support youth at risk by promoting “natural alliances” that will continue on

after the completion of programmatic components (Ungar, 2011, pg.1744).   Experiences within the

community help the youth gain a clearer understanding of the consequences of their action/inaction,

allowing for the development of leadership skills, culturally appropriate coping skills and self-efficacy as

they are able to connect their action with positive change (Richards et al., 2016).  The HEROES program

has key opportunities for youth to put into practice what they have learned in their most immediate
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social realms.   I would encourage the inclusion of opportunities for civic engagement within a youth’s

neighbourhoods, faith community or cultural community based on the developmental gains that may

arise.

It is recognized that creation of healthy alliances within the youth’s natural communities may not

always be possible as Richard’s et al., has noted that some youth may come from communities defined

by low levels of cohesion. However, ongoing programming that is multi-domain in its orientation also

creates community by facilitating the creation of bonds between the learners in the class as well as

between the learner and the teacher or facilitator. And as has been previously noted, the ability to

flourish is enhanced when common programming promotes the youths’ ability to identify with one

another and a mentor or facilitator, supporting the development of safe place that is defined by a

common culture guided by standardized goals.

Consolidating program learning with self-understanding and future orientations

In addressing views of self that may be negatively biased, one programming element that supports

the development and retention of positive self-understanding involves encouraging youth to share their

life experience through story.   This element works to facilitate the creation of bonds with others in a safe

space through disclosure and empowers a youth and provides them feelings of agency, as they choose

what life experiences they want to disclose and what they would prefer to keep private. (Jaramillio, al.,

2019). Similar positive outcomes are increases to self-efficacy/esteem as the youth is able to share

knowledge they have gained throughout their life in an authentic manner and gain feedback and support

from peers and the facilitator (2019). These types of activities are important for youth who have

experienced ACEs as it can be difficult for them to make meaning out of past negative events in a

positive manner.  The HEROES program uses story regularly throughout its modules both as teaching

examples but also through the encouragement of participant’s speaking to their experiences.   This is a
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strong component of the program as it allows the youth to connect the teaching directly to their

understanding of their identity.

An additional storied component the HEROES program might consider is activities that encourage the

youth to think through the story they would tell about their lives and forecast how their future life will

unfold. Appropriate facilitation of the retelling of the life story would provide youth positively oriented

story prompts so that they can gain the understanding that they are not defined by negative past events.

Instead, through meaning making activities they can come to see themselves from the strengths they

have gained across their lived experiences (McAdams, 1993; Sanderson et al., 2016). Programming that

recognizes that youth are not problems to be solved but instead ask the question what has happened to

you can facilitate the youth in making adaptive changes in their view of the past difficulties (Dorado et

al., 2016).  Narrative activities work to provide youth a meaningful way to use their voice to define their

life course, to choose their strengths and to feel empowered to achieve growth and well-being (Dorado,

et al., 2016).

These types of narrative interactions provide a forum for the facilitator and peers to support the

youth in their use of the “heroic voice,” so that they recognize and use their strengths and skills in their

understanding of lived experience (Sanderson & McKeough, 2005).  It is important in this context to

avoid a focus on the negative but instead on the strengths that the youth has adaptively developed

through life experience (Leitch, 2017). Interactions in narration activities work best in supportive

programming as facilitators can encourage the youth cognitively reframe negative explanations of self

and ways of being when recounting their stories.  As a result, the program facilitators supports will work

to challenge the youth to engage in beneficial meaning making of past experiences providing the

guidance necessary to create a more redemptive future storyline. Specifically, youth are guided to

express an understanding of the strengths they have gained and how these strengths can be leveraged as

skill sets to guide their future choices for relationships, civic engagement, education and career
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(Sanderson et al., 2016).  Moreover, key relationships within programming that scaffold cognitive

reframing of negative interpretations of self, work to alter the youth’s self-schema so that it consolidates

understandings of positive self-attributes and abilities.  This is notable as positive self-schema elements

are connected to feelings of worthiness, success, self-efficacy, and trust, which encourages life

satisfaction as well as feelings of self-worth, optimism, and trust (Tomlinson et al., 2017).

Teaching through cognitive reframing also encourages the youth to perceive the good that has

come about, or has stemmed from, enduring or experiencing the negative. In other words, they are able

to conceive of the mechanisms that resulted in the negative life experience being “redeemed” through

its contributions to growth, personal transformation or improvement.  It is important to recognize that

the application of a redemptive storyline within one’s narrative does not negate the power of the

negative or traumatic experience, rather it redeems the experience (McAdams, 1993; 2006). Redemptive

story lines found within individual life histories have been found to be clearly related to posttraumatic

growth as they result in cognitive appraisals of self that increase self-efficacy, strength, confidence and

self-understanding (McAdams, et al., 2001). Redemptive individuals are characterized as being

ego-resilient; experiencing higher levels of well-being and satisfaction with their lives as they are able to

adapt to difficulties and find ways to restore positive affect (Pals, 2006a).  Given these findings, it is

suggested that life history narrative activities be included in the HEROES curriculum to support beneficial

meaning making of past experiences and the forecasted future.

Conclusion

The HEROES program has been recognized as a successful program due to its demonstrated ability to

support youth from a variety of backgrounds and risk levels, recognize their unique internal and external

strengths and use these strengths successfully to surmount challenges, a key aspect in the ability to

thrive.   It is a holistic program that is multidomain in orientation, providing students with positive role
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models, positive social connection with peers, family, and educational realms as well as regular

opportunities for application of the HEROES curriculum to real life situations.   Research has supported

the contention that the design of the HEROES program is effective for promotion of the development of

life skills and well-being in youth including youth who are at risk due to previous negative experiences.

Three suggested additions to the curriculum, have been proposed to support youth who have

experienced adverse life events include: the inclusion of activities to calm dysregulation in youth,

culturally relevant settings for learning application to encourage gains in social capital, and the addition

of narrative based activities to support making meaning of past events in a manner that promotes

well-being and post traumatic growth.
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