
The Developmental Audit® 

A New Standard in Strength Based Assessment1  
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target strengths 

form respectful alliances 

identify key connections in the ecology  

clarify coping behaviors leading to risk or resilience  

enlist the young person in the search for restorative solutions   

 

THE DEVELOPMENTAL AUDIT® 

The Developmental Audit® offers a fresh alternative to traditional deficit based 
assessment. It engages young persons in conflict in the process of solving problems 
and finding solutions. The Audit is grounded in resilience science, neuroscience, and 
ecological research on positive youth development.   

All children need opportunities for belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity, 
components of the Circle of Courage resilience model.2 When these growth needs are 
blocked, the youth is at risk. By addressing these universal needs, a young person is 
able to take pathways to responsibility. 
 
Traditional assessments diagnose pathology and assign labels for disorders. But, 
deficit-based approaches offer scant information about the function (purpose) of 
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behavior or the interventions that might produce growth and change.3  To understand 
behavior, we must focus on what Alfred Adler called the private logic and goals of a 
young person in conflict.4 Thus, the Developmental Audit® views the youth as a primary 
data source and fully engages the individual in this reflective and restorative process. �
�

Forming this positive alliance requires specific strategies to CONNECT with the young 
person, CLARIFY challenges, and RESTORE bonds of respect.5  Problems are seen as 
evidence of conflict in the ecology of family, school, peer group, and community.  As a 
youth and adult explore key life events, they are able to identify how the youth copes 
with challenging behavior, both in resilient and self-defeating ways.  
      
The Developmental Audit® also scans available records and taps perspectives of other 
significant persons in the child's life. The Audit presents this young person's personal 
story and addresses these two key questions: 

�  How did this young person come to this point in his or her life?  
�  Where should we go from here to create a restorative outcome?  

The Audit applies to a wide range of settings including regular and special education, 
juvenile justice, and prevention and treatment programs. Audits use universal principles 
which are relevant across types of problems, stages of development, and cultures.   

The Audit is particularly useful for students with chronic or serious problems that put 
them at risk for removal from school or placement in restrictive settings. Schools in the 
U.S. are required to complete functional assessments when behavior problems may be 
a manifestation of disability, such as emotional disturbance. A model Audit produced for 
a mandated functional assessment is reproduced in the book Troubled Children and 
Youth.6     

Audits can be as expansive or simple as time and circumstances allow. When used in 
life-altering proceedings, such as transfer of juvenile offenders to adult court, a very 
extensive Audit may be indicated. On the other hand, time efficient methods are 
particularly helpful in school settings or where limited assessment resources are 
available.7 The Audit can be used as a stand-alone assessment or in conjunction with 
other diagnostic and assessment tools. 

EVIDENCE-BASED ASSESSMENT 

The American Psychological Association describes evidence-based practice in terms of 
A) research foundations, B) clinical expertise, and C) understanding of the individual 
being served.8  The Audit is grounded in these evidence-based practices.  

Research Foundations  

The Developmental Audit® draws from resilience science, neuroscience, and ecological 
science which are integrated and applied to achieve positive youth development.  

Resilience Science identifies external supports and inner strengths enabling youth to 
surmount adversity and thrive. Research shows that humans are by nature resilient, and 



resilience is fostered by natural support in stable human communities. Bonnie Benard 
distilled resilience research on protective and risk factors into four dimensions: social 
competence, problem-solving ability, autonomy, and purpose.9 Translated into 
developmental psychology, these match growth needs for attachment, achievement, 
autonomy, and altruism. In Circle of Courage terms, resilience requires opportunities for 
belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity.10   

Neuroscience is providing new insights on the resilient human brain.11 Advances in 
brain scan technology are deepening our understanding on how children form or resist 
attachments, cope with challenges in resilient or self-defeating ways, develop or fail to 
develop emotional control, and show empathic or self-centered thinking.12 Emotional 
conflict is a dance of disturbance since troubled behavior is calmed or triggered by 
emotionally charged interactions with others. Children in conflict overwhelmingly 
describe their inner experience as pain13 which can now be documented by 
neuroscience. Children in distress need supportive adult interactions to learn to manage 
emotions. Thus, neuroscience strongly challenges the legitimacy of pain-based 
behavioral modification methods. In contrast, youth who can communicate about conflict 
and trauma are able to develop new neural pathways for resilient coping.   

Ecological Science shows that problem behavior cannot be understood in isolation 
from circles of influence in the child’s social ecology.14 Thus, the Audit scans the child’s 
transactions in family, school, peer group, and community.  Particular attention is given 
to positive or negative family constellations, peer cultures and school climates.15 These 
transactions can either exacerbate or ameliorate problem behavior.  Ecological 
interventions provide positive transactions in the life space to foster positive growth.      

Positive Youth Development as defined by Seita, Mitchell, and Tobin, results from 
environments which provide Connections, Continuity, Dignity, and Opportunity:16    

·  Connections through supportive relationships in the child’s ecology  
·  Continuity of bonds to others and commitments beyond one’s self   
·  Dignity experienced by being treated as a person of value and worth  
·  Opportunity to meet physical, emotional, and growth needs    

Positive growth occurred naturally in tribal and kinship cultures that revered children. 
But, today, many children are deprived of the most basic developmental assets.17 
Effective assessment and intervention must intentionally address positive youth 
development. This does not entail elaborate new systems of care or intervention. 
Instead, youth need to interact with adults in cultures of mutual respect.18 Research 
shows that relationships change people, not programs or techniques.19    

Clinical Expertise  

Effective assessment requires natural abilities to connect with young persons in conflict 
who often distrust adults. Intrusive “flaw-finding” strategies only trigger resistance. In 
any assessment, the young person is also diagnosing whether the adult is worthy of 
trust.20 Authentic needs assessment requires collaboration with the ultimate expert, the 



young person.  Thus, the Audit involves clinical expertise drawn from key practice 
traditions that are ecological, respectful, and view youth as partners in problem solving.   

Response Ability Pathways (RAP) is the primary source of practice expertise for the 
Developmental Audit®. This is a universal training designed to put the Circle of Courage 
into practice.21 RAP enhances abilities to respond to needs instead of react to problems.   

RAP highlights three natural restorative processes common to all human helping:   

·  Connecting with a person in need 
·  Clarifying challenging problems 
·  Restoring harmony and respect 

Connecting with a young person defuses distrust and instills cooperation. Connecting 
does not require a long-term relationship, but a problem-solving alliance. Clarifying 
involves jointly examining challenging events facing the young person. Ordinarily these 
are “here and now” problems of significance to the young person. Once the problem is 
clear, Restoring involves the search for positive solutions, attending in particular to the 
universal needs for belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity.  

The Developmental Audit® is a systematic elaboration of the basic RAP processes to 
identify patterns in the child’s behavior and pathways of development:    

·  Connections in the child’s ecology are sources of stress or support.  
·  Clarifying key life events reveals private logic, goals, and coping strategies.   
·  Restoring involves supportive bonds and experiences to meet a youth’s needs. 

Restorative Practices enable people to build community in an increasingly 
disconnected world.22 Authoritarian cultures seek to instill order by punishment, i.e., 
inflicting pain. Restorative cultures seek healing and harmony after a person had done 
harm. The offender takes responsibility for behavior and makes amends. Ted Wachtel 
of the International Institute of Restorative Practices notes that human beings are 
happier, more cooperative and productive, and more likely to make positive changes in 
their behavior when those in positions of authority do things WITH them rather than TO 
them or FOR them. He contrasts restorative practices with typical reactions to persons 
who present problems: 

·  Authoritarian punitive methods do things TO a young person.  
·  Permissive patronizing methods do things FOR a young person.  
·  Neglectful and custodial methods do NOT address needs or provide help.    
·  Restorative methods work WITH a youth to build positive community bonds.  

Scott Larson cites research showing that forgiveness, hope, generosity, and other 
spiritually grounded experiences can have transforming restorative effects.23 Alienated 
youth wrestle with deep spiritual questions about the meaning of their lives. Restorative 
approaches develop empathy for others and enable young persons to find some 
purpose that transcends themselves.      



Life Space Crisis Intervention (LSCI) developed by Nicholas Long offers practical 
strategies for talking with youth in conflict.24  Exploring the timeline of key events 
enables the adult and youth to identify problematic patterns of self-defeating behavior 
and provide reclaiming interventions.  Long was involved in the first Developmental 
Audit® with a bullied youth who shot three of his harassers, killing one.  When the court 
heard the complete story, the youth was placed in a juvenile treatment setting. That 
young person is now a productive citizen contributing to his family and his profession.   

Re-Education (Re-ED) by Nicholas Hobbs was the first systematic ecological approach 
to troubled and troubling children.25  It predates currently popular ecological models 
such as wrap around and Multi-systemic Family Treatment. The Re-ED model put the 
systems theory of Urie Bronfenbrenner into practice and its efficacy has been 
established in major research studies. Hobbs identified trust as the foundation of all 
effective assessment and intervention. Mark Freado of the American Re-Education 
Association notes that trust opens a window to how the “inside kid” interprets life events.  

Positive Peer Culture (PPC) developed by Harry Vorrath shows that forces that create 
negative peer influence can also be used to foster positive behavior and values.26 Much 
troubled behavior is triggered by peer deviance training in youth subcultures where anti-
social behavior is seen as cool while positive values such as caring are not fashionable. 
PPC reverses this process by enlisting youth in helping one another and solving 
problems. The restorative power of helping others is supported by recent research on 
altruism. But negative peer cultures and hostile school climates can produce or 
exacerbate problem behavior. Thus, one must take these ecosystems into account in 
assessment of childhood problems. Often the most effective intervention is to change 
the ecosystem. Effective programs require adults who believe in the positive potential of 
young people and enlist them as partners in problem solving.27   

Understanding the Individual 

Urie Bronfenbrenner famously observed that much of psychology is the science of 
strange behavior of children in strange situations with strange adults for the briefest 
possible periods of time.28 This contrived quality to research extends to traditional 
assessments which mark a youth’s deviance from presumed norms.  Thus, typical 
instruments compare a youth to external standards such as a test scores, diagnostic 
criteria, or checklists of problem behavior. These instruments may be technically reliable 
and sometimes provide useful information. Often they lead to simplistic labels that fail to 
illuminate the meaning of behavior or the interventions that might be needed.   

The Developmental Audit® seeks to understand the child or adolescent in the 
individual’s life space. To respond to Bronfenbrenner’s challenge, we focus on the 
natural behavior of children in normal situations with significant persons in their life 
across a span of development.  Each child brings a unique history of significant life 
events that have shaped how the person views self, others and the world. Based on this 
private logic, the child develops strategies to cope with challenges and find meaning in 
life.  All children display both strengths and shortcomings. Progress comes from tapping 
talents instead of fighting flaws.   



The Audit triangulates real-world information from multiple data sources to provide the 
best understanding of a particular child in a particular setting at a particular stage of 
development. The completed Audit provides evidence-based hypotheses about the 
meaning of behavior and a roadmap to restorative goals and positive growth.  

 

TRAINING IN THE DEVELOPMENTAL AUDIT® 

Introductory presentations and certification courses are available for those who are 
involved in strength-based assessment and intervention with young people at risk. The 
Audit is particularly relevant to professionals from the following sectors:   

�  Education, special education, alternative settings 
�  Child welfare, foster care, residential treatment 
�  Juvenile justice, corrections, law enforcement  
�  Psychology, social work, counseling, therapy  
�  Wrap around, youth development, family advocacy   
�  Research, universities,  professional staff development 

The Circle of Courage provides training in the Audit, through brief overviews as well as 
intensive two-day certification courses. Certification in conducting Audits is being 
planned for 2007 in the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.  

 
FOR INFORMATION on the Developmental Audit® 
contact Susan Buus.  Toll free 1-800-647-5244  
e-mail courage@reclaiming.com.    

www.reclaiming.com 
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