Child-Adult Relationships Are the
ACTLIVE INGIredIENT o e ropermiivs et

Research supports what

_V;amerlccn camp leaders have known

AP for decades: Child-adult

} association.  interaction is at the heart

“ of camp experiences. This
is not only true in camps.

Studies across multiple settings suggest that the
quality of human relationships in some cases
predicts long-term child outcomes more than any
other environmental variable (National Scientific
Council on the Developing Child, 2004, 2014;
Pianta, Belsky, Houts, & Morrison, 2007; Sabol,
Soliday Hong, Pianta, & Burchinal, 2013; The St.
Petersburg-USA Orphanage Research Team, 2008).
Indeed, several researchers have called child-adult
relationships the essential or active ingredient: the
primary factor that determines the effectiveness of
developmental settings (Hamre, 2014; Li & Julian,
2012; National Scientific Council on the Developing
Child, 2004, 2014).

Let us imagine a child or youth who, in the course of
a camp experience, may encounter a number of
camp staff, from registration to activity facilitators to
cabin leaders. At each of these touch points where
adult-child interactions take place, there isthe
possibility that such interactions can be
“developmental” — that s, they help a child
“develop.” If a particular adult and child have
multiple opportunities for developmental
interactions day in and day out, a “developmental
relationship” may emerge and sustain between
them. A camp setting where children have one or
more developmental relationships with adults could
become a “developmental setting.” =Seeing child
development through this lens, the quality of a
camp rests on the quality of relationships within the
setting, and the quality of relationships is
determined by the quality of everyday interactions
between adults and children or youth.

What do these “developmental interactions” look
like and feel like? They tend to embody one or
more of the following characteristics (for more
detail, see www.simpleinteractions.orq).
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Connection refers to the mutual presence and
awareness between two people; the “harmony” of
an interaction. Connection involves a sense of
being “in-tune” with each other and issometimes
referred to with termslike “warmth” and “positivity”
(Dumbo, Stetson, & Jablon, 2011; Roorda, Koomen,
Spilt, & Oort, 2011). Hundreds of studies find links
between adult-youth connection and positive
outcomes. However, a high level of connection
does not always require positivity; rather it requires
“being present” to one another’s attention and
emotion. Connection directly affects children’s
experience, helps them feel “seen and heard,” and
creates openness to learning and exploring.

Reciprocity refers to a relative balance in the back-
and-forth of an interaction. You can think of this
with the tennis metaphor of serve and return: The
goalis a back-and-forth toggle of control between
children and adults, with each person’s move
responsive to that which came before from the
other (National Scientific Council on the
Developing Child, 2014). This dimension is
fundamentally different from the idea of “child-
directed” vs. “adult-directed” interaction. Rather,
the idea of reciprocity aligns with the vision of a
balanced, reciprocal partnership between adult
staff and children — the notion of shared control
described by Wong, Zimmerman, & Parker (2010) or
youth-adult partnership (Akiva & Petrokubi, 2016).

Participation refers to intentional efforts to invite,
include, and involve all children and youth,
especially those who may have difficulty engaging
on their own. This awareness can make a world of
difference for campers. Ensuring participation can
increase the likelihood that all children will feel a
sense of belonging (Akiva, Cortina, Eccles, & Smith,
2013; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2008).
In practice, thismay mean extending opportunities
and support to children that do not fully join in
activities on their own, due to ability, temperament,
or other factors. It also potentially models and
teaches the more “able” children what it means to
help build an inclusive community.


http://www.simpleinteractions.org)/

Progression refers to matching incrementally more
complex challenges with appropriately scaffolded
or “faded” support, akin to Vygotsky’s “zone of
proximal development” (1978) and
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) notion of “progressively
more complex patterns of interaction.” The idea is
to try to provide tasks just out of reach of what
children can do — orrequiring “stretch” — and to
gradually increase difficulty as they get better at
tasks. Traditionally, this aspect may be regarded
“instructional” rather than “relational.” However,
when we consider the emotional safety and trust a
child needs to take a leap of faith beyond known
comfort zones towards unknown, we may see how
offering opportunities to grow can be central to
building relationships.

Research Says

We know that child-adult interactions can make
the difference between a wonderful and terrible
camp experience. What else do we know about
those interactions?

e Jones & Deutsch (2010) specifically studied
“relational strategies” in an urban youth
program. They identified three powerful
strategies: minimizing relational distance
(finding ways to not seem distant from
children or youth), actively including all
youth (participation as described above),
and helping kids bridge developmental
settings (i.e., talking with them about
connections between camp and other
settings).

e Research on mentoring has provided both
evidence of the importance of child-adult
relationships (e.g., DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes,
Silverthorn, & Valentine, 2011) and effective
strategies (e.g., Garringer & Jucovy, 2007). A
recent study identifies the varied roles adult
mentors can play for youth and thislist is
particularly salient for camp adults:
supporter, teacher, compass (help with life
direction), role model, connector (to helpful
people & organizations), and challenger
(encouraging achievement; Hamilton,
Hamilton, DuBois, & Sellers, 2016).

e The common practice of providing general
praise — like saying “good job!” — is at best
ineffective (Brophy, 1981), and some argue
it may even do long-term harm (Kohn,
1993). Intelligence-based praise (“You’re so
smart!”) can be particularly
counterproductive for children as it
encourages them to think of intelligence as
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fixed rather than something you can build
(Mueller & Dweck, 1998). However,
attention, feedback, or encouragement
based on the learning process and effort
can build relationships and support learning
(Brophy, 1981).

e Asking good guestions can be a good way
to build relationships, understand youth
challenge levels, and promote motivation
(Hattie, 2009).

Bottom Line

Camp directors and staff employ all sorts of
important ingredients to support positive and
meaningful experiences for campers. These
ingredients — like having an awesome ropes
course, great songs at meals, a safe swimming
area, qualified staff — all can contribute to a
positive experience. However, these things matter
through, not apart from, the everyday interactions
between campers and adults. In other words,
“active ingredient” means that facilities, staff
credentials, curricula, activities, and other elements
of camps become impactful if and only if the
active ingredient — caring, responsive, and
supportive human relationship — is present to
facilitate the best use of the rest of the ingredients.

Resources

Akiva, T., Cortina, K. S., Eccles, J. S., & Smith, C.
(2013). Youth belonging and cognitive
engagement in organized activities: A large-
scale field study. Journal of Applied
Developmental Psychology, 34, 208-218.

Akiva, T., & Petrokubi, J. (2016). Growing with youth:
A lifewide and lifelong perspective on youth-
adult partnership in youth programs. Children
and Youth Services Review, 69, 248-258.

Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to
belong: Desire for interpersonal attachments
as a fundamental human motivation.
Psychological Bulletin, 117(3), 497-529.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human
development: Experiments by design and
nature. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

Brophy, J. (1981). Teacher praise: A functional
analysis. Review of Educational Research, 51,
5-32.

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2008). Facilitating optimal
motivation and psychological well-being
across life’s domains. Candadian Psychology,
49, 14-23. Journal Article.

DuBois, D. L., Portillo, N., Rhodes, J. E., Silverthorn, N.,



& Valentine, J. C. (2011). How effective are
mentoring programs for youth? A systematic
assessment of the Evidence. Psychological
Science in the Public Interest, 12(2), 57-91.
http://doi.org/10.1177/1529100611414806

Dumbo, A, Stetson, C., & Jablon, J. (2011). Powerful
interactions: How to connect with children to
extend their learning. Washington DC: National
Association for the Education of Young
Children.

Garringer, M., & Jucovy, L. (2007). Building
relationships: A guide for new mentors.
Portland, OR. Retrieved from
http://www.mentoring.org/downloads/mentor
ng_345.pdf

Hamilton, M., Hamilton, S., DuBois, D., & Sellers, D.
(2016). Functional roles of important nonfamily
adults for youth. Journal of Community
Psychology, 44(6), 799-806.
http://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.21792

Hamre, B. K. (2014). Teachers’ Daily Interactions
With Children: An Essential Ingredient in
Effective Early Childhood Programs. Child
Development Perspectives, 8(4), 223-230.
http://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12090

Hattie, J. (2009). Visible learning: A synthesis of over
800 meta-analyses relating to achievement.
New York: Routledge.

Jones, J. N., & Deutsch, N. L. (2010). Relational
Strategies in After-School Settings: How Staff-
Youth Relationships Support Positive
Development. Youth & Society, 43(4), 1381-
1406. http://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X10386077

Kohn, A. (1993). Punished by rewards: The trouble
with gold stars, incentive plans, A’s, praise, and
other bribes. New York: Houghton Mifflin
Company.

Li, J., & Julian, M. M. (2012). Developmental
relationships as the active ingredient: A
unifying working hypothesis of “what works”
across intervention settings. American Journal
of Orthopsychiatry, 82(2), 157-166.

Mueller, C. M., & Dweck, C. S. (1998). Praise for
intelligence can undermine children’s
motivation and performance. Journal of

Recommended citation:

Personality and Social Psychology, 75(1), 33—
52. http://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.75.1.33

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child.
(2004). Young children develop in an
environment of relationships. Working Paper
No. 1.

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child.
(2014). Supportive relationships and active skill-
building strengthen the foundations of
resilience. Working Paper No. 13. Retrieved
from
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/
reports_and_working_papers/

Pianta, R. C., Belsky, J., Houts, R., & Morrison, F.
(2007). Opportunities to Learn in America ’ s
Elementary Classrooms. Science, 315(5820),
1795-1796.
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cmet.2012.08.002.

Roorda, D. L., Koomen, H. M. Y., Spilt, J. L., & Oort, F.
J. (2011). The influence of affective teacher-
student relationships on students’ school
engagement and achievement: A meta-
analytic approach. Review of Educational
Research, 81(4), 493-529.
http://doi.org/10.3102/0034654311421793

Sabol, T., Soliday Hong, S., Pianta, R., & Burchinal, M.
(2013). Can Rating Pre-K Programs Predict.
Science, 341(6148), 845-846.

The St. Petersburg-USA Orphanage Research Team.
(2008). The effects of early social-emotional
and relationship experience onthe
development of young orphanage children.
Monographs of the Society for Research in
Child Development, 73(3), vii-295.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The
development of higher psychological
processes (Vol. Mind in So). Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press. doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
540-92784-6

Wong, N. T., Zimmerman, M. A., & Parker, E. A.
(2010). A typology of youth participation and
empowerment for child and adolescent
health promotion. American Journal of
Community Psychology, 46(1-2), 100-14.
http://doi.org/10.1007/510464-010-9330-0

Akiva, T., & Li, J. (2016). Child-Adult Relationships Are the Active Ingredient. ACA Briefing Papers Series.
Retrieved from www.ACAcamps.org/volunteers/care/carebriefings.

© 2016 American Camp Association


http://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-540-92784-6
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-540-92784-6
http://www.acacamps.org/volunteers/care/carebriefings

