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Note: The Case for Peers, reissued for a second time by the National Resilience Resource Center
in 2012, was written by Bonnie Benard in 1990 to assemble growing evidence that peer
programs make a positive difference in students’ academic progress. This was a time of change
in American education; youth service programs were just beginning to emerge in community
based settings.
Benard was a champion of the new view that children had the innate ability to make
contributions to others. She made the bold assertion, grounded in solid research, that students
could be of service even in the classroom. She envisioned that schools—the largest consumer of
student time—were an ideal setting for students to be invited to share themselves as resources to
other students. Educators picked up the buzz word and began to view their students as resources.
The argument was fundamentally important. Benard held a view that students have something to
give. In calling on students to offer, what Dr. Peter Benson of the Search Institute much later
called their spark, each student would learn about his or her own natural resilience and capacity
to do well. Such thinking laid a fertile foundation. Future teachers of resilience and the principles
of health realization today focus on innate mental health as the birthright of every human being
and the importance of guiding insights.
The Case for Peers is just that. Benard offers a strong evidence-based argument that students
have the ability to influence positive outcomes of their peers. She makes a very thoughtful
recommendation that peer support groups thought the life-cycle should be a major focus of all
prevention policy and programming.

Kathy Marshall Emerson
National Resilience Resource Center
marsh008@umn.edu 612-554-0544
9/2012

Introduction
Welcome to the University of Minnesota, National Resilience Resource Center website. I am so
grateful for technological advances in the last decade that allow us to easily and economically
make significant historical resources broadly available. Here you will find five pivotal works by
Bonnie Benard. These youth development publications have staying power and include:
•
•
•
•
•

The Case for Peers (December 1990)
Moving Toward a Just and Vital Culture: Multiculturalism in Our Schools
(April 1991)
Fostering Resiliency in Kids: Protective Factors in the Family, School and
Community, (August 1991)
Mentoring Programs for Urban Youth: Handle with Care ( June 1992)
Turning the Corner: From Risk to Resilience (updated 2004)

When Bonnie Benard and I first met we were professional colleagues associated with the U. S.
Department of Education’s Safe and Drug Free Schools regional training centers. Bonnie was
affiliated with the Western Center in Portland, Oregon and San Francisco, California, and I was
at the University of Minnesota representing the Midwest Regional based in Oakbrook, Illinois.
One of my first memories was calling the Western Center and asking them to break their rules to
send me copies of new publications by Bonnie Benard. They kept telling me they were not
funded to send things out of their ten-state service area. I persisted and finally received the
important documents. In time Bonnie and her colleagues came to Minnesota and conducted
prevention trainings for my center. Eventually the National Resilience Resource Center was
born.
Over the years Bonnie’s early publications have stuck in my mind. They were seminal; they
were laboriously created to synthesize important research for lay prevention practitioners who
were trying to find successful ways of reducing and eliminating youth substance abuse. Most of
these professionals were tired and overwhelmed. They perked up when they began to hear
Bonnie’s positive, hopeful message about resilience.
It was clearly a controversial and new message. We heard her talking about “youth at promise”
rather than kids “at risk,” about hope rather than resignation, about possibility rather than
problems. She was part librarian and part social worker--a champion from the Midwest who
lodged herself squarely in Berkeley and followed the research of the best and the brightest from a
multitude of disciplines. Bonnie was a collector and conceptualizer who knew no boundaries.
She searched, and read and wrote; then she spoke out. Bonnie was an advocate for youth. I
remember her repeatedly saying how important it was to “speak truth to power.”
Today I know speaking out like this meant covering a lot of ground and trying to see clearly
what might really make a difference in kids’ lives. Bonnie knew first hand what it meant to have
siblings and partners impacted by addiction. She saw the impact of racism, poverty and limiting
special education and other labels. She instinctively felt what it meant to use published research
to discover new avenues, to point in unconventional directions.
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Sometimes it meant being the target of more established and degreed scientific experts’
criticisms and agitation. More than anything I saw my friend and colleague squarely planting her
feet on the sacred ground of ethical scholarship and social advocacy. Bonnie has never wavered
from her position that we adults can and must do more for children, that there is a national
agenda yet to be fully created and funded. Bonnie bridged the gap between the researchers and
the prevention practitioners. In doing so she has lighted the dark corners and brought us a
hopeful path.
These posted publications are stepping stones in that path. There are newer publications that
round out this discussion and strengthen the case of the national agenda of youth development
grounded in resilience research.
Today Bonnie and I know about grey hair and more than occasionally spend time thinking about
retirement. We deeply value the work we have shared for more than a decade and will continue
into the next. We know important documents need to be passed like a torch to new runners. We
sense deep in our bones that systems change—the really big systems change from risk to
resilience, from problems to possibilities—takes several generations and changes hearts as well
as minds.
From Bonnie’s early works we know caring and support, opportunities for meaningful
participation and encouraging high expectations change kids’ lives. We also know that for adults
to become caring and inviting and encouraging requires that they tap their own natural resilience
and live in a secure state of mind. The research agenda of the next decades must explore such
new avenues. The initial work that was been done by Bonnie Benard will serve us well in
defining the foundation on which the new agenda can wisely be built. Please feel free to print
these documents and disseminate to systems change agents.
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