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Youth Relationship Education and Vulnerable Youth: 
A Practitioner’s Perspective 

 
Nic Showalter, M.A., CAC‐III 

Prepared for the It's My Community Initiative 

Relationship Education. Why would relationship education be important for vulnerable youth, or 

any youth for that matter? This is a question asked all too many times of practitioners in the 

fields of education, treatment, and therapy. Perhaps a better, more appropriate question should 

be, “Why wouldn’t we provide relationship education to vulnerable youth as well as all youth?” 

In this day of cyber bullying, sexting, and sexual behaviors/activities starting earlier and 

earlier—not to mention our young people airing their friends’ and their own personal business on 

Facebook, Tumblr, etc.—the need for relationship education appears to be more and more 

obvious. Following is a practitioners’ perspective of the who, the when, the where, the how and 

the why of the importance of providing relationship education to vulnerable youth, as well as any 

other youth. Currently, there are relationship education curricula that have been developed and 

those that are being developed, as well as other curricula that contain elements of relationship 

education. However, few curricula have been researched and other curricula have only had 

research conducted on certain aspects.  Thus, moving forward it appears that practitioners should 

be included in the design, development, and implementation of not only the curricula but also the 

research, as practitioners often have deep insight and experience in the delivery and efficacy of 

relationship curricula. 

 

While it appears somewhat obvious that all youth would benefit from relationship education, for 

the purpose of this paper vulnerable or at-risk youth will be the main focus. Vulnerable or at-risk 

youth are youth that have either spent time in foster care, residential treatment, juvenile 

delinquency/corrections, or all three systems of care. Those youth that have spent time in the 

foster care and juvenile corrections systems of care are commonly referred to as “cross-over 

youth.”  Foster care is intended to be a temporary safety net for children who are abused or 

neglected. Ideally, children leave foster care for a safe, permanent family—either by reunifying 

with a birth parent, living with a guardian, or through adoption. Slightly over three-

quarters(78%) of all children who left foster care in 2010 were discharged to one of these three 
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options.1  Remaining are children who may end up being emancipated from foster care at the age 

of 18 or older (also known as “aging out”) without a safe, permanent family (DeVooght Malm, 

Vandivere & McCoy-Roth, 2011).  Additionally, there is a large overrepresentation of minority 

and underprivileged youth among these vulnerable, at-risk youth. A high percentage of these at-

risk youth have experienced physical and/or sexual abuse and neglect. Many vulnerable youth 

have also experienced either acute traumatic incidents or chronic and complex traumatic 

environments at early stages of development that have adversely influenced the development of 

their personality and/or their ability to attach/engage with others in significant, romantic intimate 

relationships. Many vulnerable youth struggle in initiating and maintaining responsible, 

supportive, pro-social friendships. 

 

Most importantly in addressing the who is the inclusion of tools in the curriculum for the youth 

to discover who they are.  A curriculum that the writer has worked with in the past, Love Notes, 

does a good job of initiating and substantiating throughout the curriculum the importance of 

knowing one’s self. The premise is, “If you don’t know yourself, how can you start to know 

someone else?”  Knowing one’s self is also a key component in couples therapy, as often the self 

was never discovered, or the self has become inculcated with the other or the relationship as a 

whole. Thus, identifying the who to be instructed in relationship education is equally as 

important as teaching vulnerable youth to know themselves. 

 

At the time this writer entered the field of juvenile corrections and child welfare over 19 years 

ago—after the initial shock of realizing that by their behaviors the youth meant to stun, divert 

and overwhelm the adult caretakers and professionals—it became apparent that the identified 

youth had little to no social or relationship skills. They were operating far below their 

chronological age and consistent with the emotional ages in the early stages of development.  As 

mentioned previously, 78% of these youth will go on to some other form of permanent family 

arrangement, and it has been estimated that 68% of youth involved in the juvenile delinquency 

system will not go on to become part of the adult criminal population. Thus, it would appear that 

the opportunity to provide some form of relationship education along the way to offset at least 

																																																								
1 Data based on federal data from 1998 to 2010 from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Adoption 
and Foster Care Analysis Reporting System (AFCARS). Annual AFCARS reports accessed at:  
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/stats_research/. 
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some of the negative influences and environmental impacts would make good sound common 

social and clinical sense. It is assumed that a very high percentage of vulnerable, at-risk youth 

will go on to marry, procreate, and parent children. 

 

It appears to be generally accepted that it is appropriate to provide relationship education to 

adolescent at-risk youth. However, from a clinical perspective it appears that relationship 

education is starting as early as kindergarten and first grade with school counselors and school 

social workers providing individual and group sessions to children that are struggling to make 

friends and keep friends. This writer was unaware of these groups until the parent of a client 

informed him that the parent’s youngest son is participating in “Friendship” sessions.  

Apparently, these group and individual sessions are quite popular and the premise is that if the 

schools address relationship and friendship making issues early on, there will be less bullying 

and problem behavior later on in the child’s elementary and secondary education experience.  

 

While it is probably the case that vulnerable youth could access these “Friendship Groups” 

through their participation in the public school system at an early age, it is also likely that due to 

moving from one foster home to another, the opportunity to complete a “Friendship Group” 

would be almost as likely as actually being included in a “Friendship Group” to begin with. 

Additionally, it is unknown to this author how many of these “Friendship Group” programs 

actually exist in the United States at this time.  Thus, a more structured approach as to when to 

provide relationship education to vulnerable youth should be more fully developed, rather than 

leaving it to chance.  It appears that relationship education needs to start as early as possible, at 

around four to six years of age. Obviously, attention has to be paid to the developmental stages, 

parental and ethnic sensitivities, current social norms, and sexual and gender identities. Included 

in the early stage curricula should be a strong emphasis on boundary setting and maintenance, 

e.g., good touch versus bad touch, as well as anti-violence messaging.  

 

Early adolescence has always been seen as the time to start health education classes in either 

middle school or high school and it appears that the majority of relationship education has been 

relegated to this developmental stage. However, the research indicates that teens in foster care 

may face additional challenges in making decisions about sexual behaviors because they are 

living in temporary settings and often lack permanent caring adults or mentors in their lives 
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and 9. Thus, it would appear that while our youth have been maturing physiologically at an 

earlier age, our society lacks preparedness to teach not only the basics of sexual health and 

responsibility, but also the basics of relationship education. 

 

Additionally, late adolescence or early adulthood should be considered the third stage of 

developmental importance in teaching relationship education. The age at which vulnerable youth 

age out of the foster care and/or delinquency systems is a critical time to both re-educate youth 

about sexual health and responsibility and further educate them about relationship topics related 

to commitment, intimacy, financial responsibility, marriage, family planning, domestic violence, 

parenting, and co-parenting. It is also the time to teach them about relationship dissolution or 

divorce, since the divorce rate is still hovering around 50% of those legally married.   

 

Within this particular age group, the topics listed above should be considered due to the trend of 

serial monogamy, or most recently the trend of not identifying one’s relational status, but still 

participating in sexual behaviors as a committed couple would. Young adults appear to move 

from one serious and/or sexual relationship to the next without figuring out what went wrong in 

the previous relationship. In fact, most young people have already begun a relationship with a 

new partner, before the previous relationship has ended.  Finally, no matter when or at what 

developmental age at-risk youth receive relationship education, a strong emphasis on instilling 

the tools and skills related to knowing one’s self—and the tools and skills related to knowing the 

person of relational interest—is a critical element in the development of any relationship 

curriculum.   

 

Where to provide relationship education to vulnerable youth is a somewhat difficult topic to 

address, as it appears that most of the curricula have been developed as stand-alone 

programming, divided into multiple interrelated sessions requiring some kind of group or class 

room setting. While this is a very traditional methodology of providing all kinds of education, at 

the Putting Youth Relationship Education on the Child Welfare Agenda meeting held at the 

PEW Charitable Trust in July of 2012, practitioners, administrators, curriculum developers 

and policy makers all agreed that the “where” needed to be more flexible and diverse.  

 



Youth Relati

and wher

and thus 

exploited

 

Research

behavior

type of le

intention

social sig

we know

essential 

actions, i

understan

which in 

When I s

activity t

inference

form, of 

Explainin

 

While the

it is appli

biases. T

ionship Educatio

rever the opp

all attempts 

d.  

h on modelin

s; in fact, the

earning. Wh

ns and our fee

gnals—ways

w of that seem

brain cells f

intentions, an

nd others is b

turn leads u

see you smili

hat evokes t

e about what

course) wha

ng What Ma

e research on

icable to the

They constan

on and Vulnerable

portunity pre

to model an

ng has indica

ere are speci

at do we do 

elings. The g

s of commun

m specialized

for social int

nd emotions

by providing

us to “simula

ing, my mirr

the feeling w

t you are fee

at you are ex

akes Humans

n mirror neu

 topic.  Yout

tly watch an

e Youth 

esents itself. 

nd support po

ated that you

ific neurons 

when we int

gestures, fac

nicating with

d to code the

teractions. W

s of other peo

g some kind 

ate” the inten

ror neurons f

we typically a

ling, I exper

periencing (

s Social. Sci

urons was no

th are, for th

nd mimic adu

 

The conse

Youth Re

Welfare A

education

as dynam

best deliv

group sett

family set

and in a s

Relationshi

ositive, effec

uth start learn

(mirror neur

teract? We u

cial expressio

h one anothe

e actions of o

Without them

ople. The wa

of inner imi

ntions and em

for smiling f

associate wit

rience immed

(Iacobani, 20

entific Amer

ot specificall

he most part,

ult behavior 

ensus of part

elationship 

Agenda mee

n and accomp

mic as possibl

vered in a var

ting; in an in

tting; in an i

chool setting

ips of any kin

ctive relation

ning by mirr

rons) in the b

use our bodie

ons, and bod

r. Mirror neu

other people

m, we would 

ay mirror ne

itation of the

motions asso

fire up too, i

th a smile. I 

diately and e

008.  The Mi

rican)  

ly developed

, very social

of all kinds,

ticipants in t

Education o

eting was th

panying curr

le.  Relation

riety of way

ndividual set

nstitution/fa

g. It is best d

nd do not oc

nship behavi

roring parent

brain devote

es to commu

dy postures w

urons are the

e and ourselv

likely be bli

eurons likely

e actions of o

ociated with 

initiating a c

don’t need t

effortlessly (

irror Neuron

d for relation

, with limite

, meaning th

the Putting 

on the Child

at relationsh

ricula need t

ship educati

ys including i

tting; in a fo

acility setting

delivered wh

ccur in a vac

iors should b

t and/or adul

ed directly to

unicate our 

we make are

e only brain 

ves. They are

ind to the 

y let us 

other people

those action

ascade of ne

to make any

(in a milder 

n Revolution

nship educati

ed boundarie

hat they are v

7	

d 

hip 

to be 

ion is 

in a 

ster 

g; 

hen 

cuum, 

be 

lt 

o this 

e 

cells 

e 

e, 

ns. 

eural 

y 

n: 

ion, 

es and 

very 



Youth Relationship Education and Vulnerable Youth  8	

aware of and sensitive to adult relational behavior in particular. Parents and adults are 

responsible for youth well-being and safety; parent and adult relationship behavior often 

determines where youth will sleep, what and when they will eat, etc.  For instance, if a child or 

youth witnesses his or her mother experiencing domestic violence as a means of having a place 

for the family to eat, sleep, etc., the components of that negative relational behavior are stored as 

memories and later may be mimicked in an adolescent dating violence scenario.  It may also be 

demonstrated between a son and mother, where the son bullies or intimidates his mother into 

getting what he wants. Additionally, a daughter who witnesses domestic violence may establish a 

negative pattern of self-identification and self-esteem which later result in her mimicking her 

mother’s relationship behaviors in her quest for survival. This cycle reiterates the need for 

relationship education initiation at an earlier age. 

 

Consequently, how to provide relationship education to at risk youth becomes as difficult a 

proposition as where to provide relationship education. Again, the consensus of the participants 

at the Putting Youth Relationship Education on the Child Welfare Agenda meeting held at 

the PEW Charitable Trust in July of 2012, was that how to provide relationship education and 

the accompanying curricula need to be as dynamic as possible. Additionally, those who are 

involved with youth need to be trained in relationship education, including professionals, foster 

parents, program/support staff, teachers, social workers, probation officers, parole officers, and 

judges.  

 

Ideally, a relationship education curriculum needs to be easily understood, flexible/dynamic, and 

cover as many relational dynamics as possible, with the tools, examples, advice, etc., so that a 

wide range of people working in the field of foster care and delinquency could and would utilize 

the product.  Thus, it seems fair that the curriculum should be as independently operational as 

possible and not require every individual working with vulnerable youth to participate in a 

lengthy training process.  Perhaps this would include an online training curriculum with regularly 

updated information, a blog, a chat room, and training modules that count as CLEs; it may 

include an application (App) for smart phones, tablets, laptops and desktop computers. Again, 

the need for in-the-moment and situational education is imperative; as noted earlier, relationships 

don’t occur in a vacuum. The point is not to negate the effectiveness of curricula that utilize a 
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After identifying the who, the when, the where, the how and the why, the conclusion seems quite 

clear. Research, clinical experience, and statistics all culminate in overwhelming evidence that 

vulnerable youth should receive relationship education in a dynamic environment that takes 

advantage of every opportunity to reinforce their need for support, guidance, education, and 

validation. Additionally, the need is for all parties involved in developing, implementing, 

researching, and providing relationship education, to work together to identify, adapt, or develop 

a multi-tiered approach to relationship education. This approach needs to address relationship 

skills development as early as five years of age and continue at key developmental ages, 

culminating in the late teens or early twenties. Relationship education—combined with child 

welfare, mental health, and delinquency prevention services—addresses the full spectrum of 

needs that most vulnerable, at-risk youth require to become well-adjusted, healthy, contributing 

members of our diverse society. At the same time, it addresses the overarching goal of reducing 

the overrepresentation of generationally systemic family involvement.  
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