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INTRODUCTION 

Race and ethnicity are neither explanatory nor definitive variables. Explanatory 
variables explain or predict outcomes. Definitive variables delimit or determine 
characteristics. Knowing a person’s “race” cannot explain or predict their individual 
behavior. Similarly, recognizing a person’s ethnicity does not offer any specific 
insight into their abilities, limitations, or their capacity to achieve success and 
significance. We believe humans are all one race. Of course, we are not suggesting 
humans are color blind with respect to the commonalities and differences 
associated with skin color. Bigotry exists and manifests merely by virtue of what 
people see when they first notice the color of a child’s skin. This notwithstanding, 
we contend human subgroups are more clearly identified as ethnic groups that are 
defined by similar ancestral, social, cultural, or national experiences and history. As 
such, ethnically inherent attributes, or genotypes associated with ethnicity, cannot 
drive a person’s risk for adverse outcomes. Rather, persons from all ethnic groups 
have potential to excel and positively transform the direction of history. 

Consistent with this worldview, we assert that each African American child has 
the potential to impact a nation similar to how Martin Luther King Jr. profoundly, 
pervasively, and positively changed the country and indeed the world. This 
statement is particularly tenable because even children and youth who to 
some persons may be considered more susceptible to adverse outcomes are 
able to thrive developmentally, succeed academically, and attain greatness.1 

Regrettably, however, African American children and youth too frequently face 
bias and stereotyping that often lead to lowered expectations due to their 
ethnic identity.2 These preconceived notions regarding their abilities hinder their 
psychoeducational and psychosocial development in school. In fact, African 
American students are often disproportionately placed in alternative and special 
education programs, partly due to preconceived notions and lower expectations.3 
It is therefore incumbent upon those who advocate on their behalf, such as parents 
and teachers and preachers and even researchers, to recognize the obstructions 
placed in their path, yet accentuate their capabilities and potential as we encourage 
them along a course toward greatness. 

POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

Despite the discrimination they encounter, extraordinarily large numbers of 
African American children and youth realize sustainable success inside and 
outside the school context.4 These African American children and youth who 
experience physiological, psychoeducational, and psychosocial wellness typically 
have access to multiple developmental assets including nurturing parent(s), 
other supportive family members such as grandparents, and community support 
from groups such as faith-based organizations.5 In addition, they are educated in 
academic environments that offer contextual resources, such as low student-to-
teacher ratios, caring and competent school staff, involvement in extracurricular 
activities including science and sports clubs, and access to school-based mental 
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health professionals.6 They also benefit from proper nutrition and exercise that 
provide them with sufficient energy to diligently pursue social, academic, and 
psychological excellence.7

These assets and resources are associated with Positive Youth Development (PYD), 
a promising prosocial framework that highlights the strengths and contextual 
resources rather than the vulnerabilities, disabilities, and risks of children and 
youth.8 Traditionally, educators and medical professionals emphasized the 
implementation of treatments and strategies to help children and youth reduce 
problem behaviors rather than focusing on fostering their school functioning 
and overall well-being.9 PYD proponents repudiate this tradition and advance a 
proactive and primary prevention framework that concentrates on promoting 
health and wellness in all facets of a young person’s life.10 Of course, when using 
PYD in our work with African American children, we do not exclusively emphasize 
the positives at the expense of the obstacles they face; that is, we recognize that 
many African American children experience prejudice and disadvantages, and we 
provide them support to mitigate these challenges. Yet, our focus is on employing 
African American children’s multiple abilities and resources to enhance their 
health and wellness. We call this the “conceptual pathways model” to advance 
optimal human development.11 Ensuring that the children have access to adequate 
nutrition and appropriate caloric intake, that they engage in consistent exercise, 
and that they utilize their social support networks are important methods of 
advancing health and wellness and promoting PYD.12  

A COMPREHENSIVE HEALTH AND WELLNESS MODEL

In our work with children and youth, we are now using the CREATION Health® 
Wellness Plan to promote PYD and enhance youth developmental outcomes. 
This plan was developed by leaders at Florida Hospital in Orlando.13 The hospital 
operates under one license as a single system with multiple campuses and treats 
more patients than any other hospital in the United States.14 CREATION Health® uses 
a health promotion approach that utilizes scientific evidence to strengthen health 
and wellness.15 The acronym CREATION refers to the following eight principles: 
(1) Choice, (2) Rest, (3) Environment, (4) Activity, (5) Trust, (6) Interpersonal 
Relationships, (7) Outlook, and (8) Nutrition.16 The developers of this wellness plan 
indicate that consistently practicing these eight principles result in better overall 
health and wellness,17 factors that predict PYD.18

Research supports the efficacy of several of the eight principles noted above. For 
example, children who are physically active and receive adequate nutrition and 
appropriate calorie levels are better able to maintain a healthy weight.19 They tend 
to perform better in school, and they are evaluated more favorably than peers who 
do not have a healthful20 diet or engage in exercise.21 Further, constructive social 
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support networks involve interpersonal relationships that tend to minimize stress 
or prevent the symptoms of stress.22 The conceptual pathways model suggests 
nutrition, caloric intake, exercise, and participation in social support networks are 
readily modifiable variables that can be employed in health promotion approaches 
to enhance school functioning and PYD.

Rather than focusing primarily on reducing problems in children, we encourage 
schools and community organizations to offer programs that promote healthful 
eating, exercise, and connection with a constructive social support system in 
order to heighten healthy decision-making in families. In the case of schools, 
establishing school garden projects can help students and school staff plant and 
harvest fruit and vegetables for use in school meals to encourage tastier and more 
healthful school meals.23 Planting, harvesting, preparing, and consuming these 
foods all involve exercise, appropriate nutrition, and social connections. What’s 
more, schools can design resource-rich environments to advance PYD by providing 
students and families with knowledge, resources, and information related to 
healthful eating, exercise, and social support. These strategies increase their 
opportunities to consume nutritional meals and engage in proper exercise on their 
own or with a supportive accountability social network. We have designed school 
health promotion activities to accomplish these very objectives.24 

Community agencies can also be instrumental in children’s nutrition, exercise, 
and social support. For example, faith-based organizations are potential models 
for good dietary habits by preparing healthful, tasty meals and serving them at 
dinners they host for families.25 Establishing regular bike rides and other faith and 
fitness-type programs are opportunities to promote health in the faith-based 
environment. Community members who serve as child and family mentors are 
also prospective sources for establishing social support connections that inspire a 
desire for health and wellness.26  

Relative to the family, research shows that children and youth who participate 
in family meals experience multiple academic, behavioral, and psychosocial 
benefits.27 In fact, eating at least four meals weekly together as a family appears to 
be a threshold that advances positive health and psychosocial benefits for children 
and youth.28 Schools, communities, and families can establish a “youth charter” in 
which significant adults in a student’s life unite to voice a common set of objectives 
and expectations to the student in several ways.29 We maintain that resource-
rich schools and PYD-strong communities offer African American families health 
promotion strategies, such as school and community conferences and support 
networks, to strengthen continuing and comprehensive health and wellness.30  

CONCLUSION

The PYD framework suggests that all children and youth can thrive and 
maximize their development, even those who experience disadvantages in life. 
Circumstances that may be considered challenges, such as household poverty, 
can be viewed as opportunities to develop resilience and growth rather than 
serve as risks of adverse outcomes.31 Fundamental foundations for success include 
emphasizing our conceptual pathways model, which provides families with 
education about and access to the eight principles of CREATION Health.®  This PYD 
approach advances health and wellness rather than emphasizing child and youth 
poverty, problems, and risks. 
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