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1. Introduction 
Greece’s theme tititled Turning challenges into opportunities (tough mindness) is based on the main fact that adversity is part of life for all children. Adversity may come in the form of daily “hassles” or significant situational or developmental stressors as children navigate through school and life challenges. Turning challenges into opportunities by being mentally tough, showing courage and persistence in the face of failure and setbacks will help children to overcome setbacks and achieve goals where others struggle.  In this context, the theme of turning challenges into opportunities by showing tough-mindedness is an important set of skills to be included in a resilience curriculum. Strengthening the human spirit is an important component of prevention programs of resilience, so adversities can be overcome and students can bounce back from stressful situations and daily aggravations or life’s curves (Grotberg, 1995).  Enhancing mental toughness, highlighting and honing strengths and fostering relationships are core competencies for overcoming obstacles and being resilient (Seligman, 2011).

Τhe theme aims to help students adopt a different type of thinking (philosophy)  so daily stressors,  life’s adversities, losses, transitions and other obstacles can be seen as challenges to grow of rather than painful experiences which block any type of positive outcome. By building skills and promoting key environmental processes, we help children become tough minded and thus children can learn to turn challenges and adversity into something positive despite their painful psychological and emotional effects. 
Greece’s theme includes two subthemes. The first subtheme is Dealing with adversity by showing courage and persistence when facing obstacles and the second subtheme is Dealing with rejection. Both subthemes are focused on specific stressors in daily school and family life that many (if not all) students may face in the course of their school life.

The first subtheme Dealing with adversity by showing courage and persistence when facing obstacles  is based on the notion that courage and persistence in the face of adversity and setbacks are characteristics of resilient thinking based on the belief that obstacles can be overcome and positive outcomes are expected (Scheier & Carver, 1992). Showing courage in the face of adversity, temporary or permanent (e.g. disability, sickness),  having an optimistic mindset despite of setbacks or unfair situations (e.g. discrimination) and exhibiting persistence are some characteristics of mental toughness in the face of adversity and a range of negative emotions generated by it.  Dealing with adversity by showing courage means that one keeps going even when he is experiencing disappointment, frustration, sense of helplessness or even anger because things did not turn out as expected.  

The second subtheme Dealing with rejection is based on the fact that rejection can be very stressful situation for any child and at the same time rejection can be harsh for all children but especially vulnerable. Knowing and utilizing strategies on how to creatively deal with rejection can make a significant impact on a child’s resilience. Learning how to handle rejection by others such peers, teachers or parents is an important skill for a resilient student. It’s important to keep in mind that rejection can lead to isolation of a student and even further  psychopathology. In addition, besides the practical problem of having limited social connections, it’s important to help a child experiencing rejection on how to handle effectively negative emotions such as stress, anger, disappointment, frustration, sadness and sense of helplessness. According to Rohner (2000) who has proposed the Parent Acceptance-Rejection theory, rejection by a parent can be an extremely stressful situation for a child to handle and in the long run is negatively related to his resilience. Rejection from peers, teachers or parents is a frequent and significant stressor for many children so building resilience skills to help children handle it can contribute significantly in the well-being of all children.
2. Methodology

In the Greek pilot study 38 preschool and elementary school teachers participated in the pilot implementation of  RESCUR.   From these 22 individuals were preschool teachers and 16 were elementary school teachers from Grades 1st to 6th. This means that the total number of preschool and elementary school population which participated and received the 6 week pilot of RESCUR was approximately 760-800 children from three areas of Crete. Namely the teachers and their classrooms in which they have implemented the RESCUR pilot were from various geographical areas e.g. from Rethimno, Heraklion and Agios Nicholaos prefectures of Crete, Greece. 
Τhe distribution of the elementary school teachers according to grade were are follows:

	Grade
	Number of teachers

	Grade 1st:


	3

	Grade 2nd

	2

	Grade 3rd

	3

	Grade 4th

	4

	Grade 5th

	2

	Grade 6th
	2


The teachers responded to an open call by the School Psychology Unit of the University of Crete regarding the training in RESCUR pilot. The call was send to all schools of Crete via the schools counselors/administrators.  From 70 applications we selected 38 teachers so we have representation from different geographical regions, rural and city schools as well have preschool and elementary school teachers. Each teacher taught the RESCUR pilot activities to his class of approximately 20 students. All children (with parental permission) participated in the 6 week pilot program.
The teacher training regarding the RESCUR pilot occurred in 3 sessions throughout October 2014 before the pilot began. The topics of the training were the following: Initial needs assessment of group, introduction to prevention programs and important issues of implementation and success of prevention programs, classroom management training in connection with prevention programs, presentation of pilot activities, model teaching of RESCUR activities, and practice of teachers with activities in front of group. Also we had a final meeting (4th session)  after all teachers finished their pilot (1st week in December) where we had a face to face focus group discussion with almost all teachers about all issues related to activities, implementation, strengths and weaknesses of the piloted material.
The RESCUR pilot project Evaluation
The pilot project was evaluated throughout the months of October-December and most the data were collected on December 2014. The methods were use to collect data were: Teacher reflection journals, teacher training questionnaires, teacher questionnaires about RESCUR activities and implementation, teacher focus group, teacher assessment of classroom behavior questionnaire, student focus groups and student questionnaires.  All participants were asked at the end of the pilot implementation period to turn in a folder with all requested information organized.

Data Analysis

We followed a ground theory approach in analyzing all qualitative material from the teacher questionnaires (regarding the training and regarding RESCUR activities and implementation), focus group discussion both with the teachers and with the student’s data (provided by the teachers), student questionnaires and  all information from the teacher reflective journals. This approach was used by two independent reviewers who had a background in school psychology and extensive experience with prevention program implementation and evaluation.  

Each reviewer recorded in detail all useful information from the teachers folders and we also reviewed our own notes from the focused group discussion with all teachers at the end of the pilot (December 2014). All qualitative information was studied in depth and different categories emerge both for the preschool and elementary level teachers. 

 The two independent reviewers reviewed the 38 files of data provided by the teachers in separate times and when finished they came together to reach a consensus in terms of the qualitative categories which emerged from the data and the main conclusions drawn from the same data set.  

Findings 
Teacher Training

The teacher training evaluation questionnaire used to collect data on teachers’ feedback provided us with the following conclusions:

Teachers were very positive in terms of organization of training on resilience and RESCUR as well as content of the training. The found the topic of resilience very pertinent and useful to their daily practice. They felt there was substance in the training, excellent presentation of the main issues in an understandable manner and very warm learning atmosphere.

They liked the experiential (hands on) approach to training, the active participation and they overall commented on the usefulness of information regarding prevention programs and important issues related to their implementation and overall efficacy.  They were very happy that we included in the training their request for classroom management and they reported they benefited very much from this section of the training. They enjoyed very much the training and help them come together with other teachers and discuss issues related to children’s and teacher resilience. This was an empowering experience for them and it has increased their resilience to deal with stressors they were experiencing the current period. They appreciated that we included a section in the training on strategies and ideas for promoting resilience for ourselves as adults, caregivers and as professionals in education living in a challenging period especially the last 5 years with all changes in the Greek society.
 Finally, the teachers were very enthusiastic that the training connected the theory about prevention programs and the applied implementation in the classroom.  

Their recommendation regarding the teacher training of the pilot was that they wanted more sessions besides the three meetings in October 2014. A number of teachers reported that one meeting was necessary after the pilot began, so they can get more support and feedback from the trainers. The teachers felt more time was necessary (besides the brief training) to develop skills in implementing successfully a prevention program such as RESCUR.  They also suggested they wanted more practice with the material in front of the group before they taught them in class.  Finally, they expressed their need to have more experiential exercises and activities to promote teacher resilience. The overall impression of the teachers was that the training was very well thought out, well executed and helped them to carry out the pilot having high quality expectations for implementation.
Teacher Reflection Journals
Almost 28 teachers kept a detailed reflective journal and they were willing to share it with us. Some teachers did not keep any or did not want to share their thoughts. Αfter doing a qualitative analysis of a number of reflection journals (not all teacher completed a journal, it was recommended but was optional), the main finding was that positive emotions were generated to almost all students due to this new type of activities according to the teachers entries. 
The classroom atmosphere became more positive and more personal. A number of teachers reported that children shared personal tough times and this has created a warm emotional climate in the classroom and brought about lots of emotions to most of the students and to the teachers as well. This atmosphere of sharing promoted by the RESCUR activities and discussions helped students to come closer to each other and to their teacher, and helped the whole class to bond according to the teachers’ entries. Also a number of teachers reported that the habit of writing down their reflections on the process and on the content of the activity helped them to observe better their behavior and improve their teaching methodology. They found the journal a very useful as self-improvement tool.
Four other secondary findings were recorded which are the following:

a. A number of teachers reported significant positive changes for children who have some mild behavioral problems but after the implementation of the RESCUR activities and resilience themes,  these children’s’ social interaction with classmates has  improved and also were more positive about dealing with difficulties. 

b. In some entries of the teachers’ journal it was recorded that in the discussion of the theme about rejection, a number of students realized the mistakes they may have made and how they may have rejected their classmates. Students apologized to these “rejected” students and all students were emotional. 
c. Teachers reported that lots of students liked more the role plays and the experiential exercises rather than just responding to questions asked by the teacher in a discussion part of the activity.  
d. Teachers recorded in their journals that a number of parents reported back to them the positive impression they got from their children regarding this new resilience program. 

Teachers' questionnaires,  teacher assessment of classroom behavior questionnaire,  & final focus group discussion:
The categories which emerged from the teacher evaluation data ( questionnaires and final focus group discussion) of the RESCUR pilot are as follows : a. Learning goals, b. Activities, c. Teaching methodology, d. Handout & Related materials for teaching the activity,  e. General comments and recommendations. The basic findings in all above categories will be presented from both preschool education teachers and elementary school teachers.
A. Preschool teachers
Learning goals:

For preschoolers the concept of rejection was a difficult to grasp and more simplification may be necessary. 

Activities on theme Dealing with adversity and developing courage & dealing with rejection: 

A number of stories needed further elaboration and addition of live dialogues to become more intriguing for preschoolers (same with early primary level). 
One instructional period to teach important lessons of resilience (e.g. how to handle peer rejection or how to be courageous in the face of adversity) is not enough. It has been suggested by teachers to have more than one instructional period to cover some RESCUR activities.  Another teacher suggestion was to include fewer questions on processing the story.
Teaching methodology: Mascots were very well received across the board. They brought excitement to the class and children made a connection with both the squirrel and the hedgehog. There were an excellent conversation piece between children and parents.
 Handout & Related materials for teaching the activity:

Children complained and asked for more pictures in most of the activities. They asked for more visual material to go along with the story.

More and better quality pictures and more modern iconography of the activities and stories are necessary according to the teachers.
General comments 
Comparing the two subthemes (dealing with adversity and dealing with rejection) children appeared to understand and enjoy more the subtheme dealing with adversity and developing courage.  Some children when sharing personal experiences (or stories) about rejection they narrated concrete stories of fighting with a family member rather than telling a  “rejection” story since the majority of the preschoolers (5-6 year olds), it appeared that they did not fully understand the concept of rejection. 
Few teachers reported that the format of the RESCUR activity according to them based on children’s reactions was predictable (e.g. mindfulness exercise, story, discussion etc).  Also the processing questions of each story connecting the personal experience of the children with each subtheme (dealing with adversity and dealing with rejection) were basically the same and this resulted for diminished interest for some children.
Recommendations:

The following suggestions were made by the preschool teachers:

1. More variety in teaching methodology (e.g. videos, pictures in powerpoint presentation etc) is needed. Puppet show is a new way to teach RESCUR activities when that is possible. 

2. More movement for all activities is necessary for preschool children. They can listen to an interesting short story but then movement, play, arts and crafts needs to be introduced more into the curriculum.
3. More instructional time is necessary to process each RESCUR activities.  Two of more instructional periods may be necessary to finish an activity according to the group’s needs and ability.
4. Extension of RESCUR program to include literature stories which talk about dealing with adversity and dealing with rejection.
Overall both subthemes were understood by the children and the classroom activities generated discussion at home, so parents were happy that resilience lessons were transferred from school to home environment. 

B. Elementary school teachers
Learning goals: 
The majority of teachers reported that the learning goals were clear and specific and this format helped the teachers significantly
Activities on themes: dealing with adversity & developing courage and dealing with rejection:
Majority of activities worked well. 
Teaching methodology: 
The teachers liked the experiential aspect of the activities but wanted more (e.g. role plays, drawings etc) especially in the late elementary age children and also liked the mascots. 
Also the teachers reported that stories of real people (e.g. Bocelli ,Mandela) who faced adversity and overcome obstacles in real life were liked by the children and made a huge impression on them. 

 Handout & Related materials for teaching the activity:

1. Multi color photos and photos of high quality are necessary to gain children’s attention.
2. Take home activities were evaluated as a positive addition to the classroom activity but teachers have reported that they did not have lots of guidance on how to do a follow up when children returned at school and they have worked on a resilience activity with their parents. A follow up may be necessary to further reinforce learning for all students. 

3. Teachers reported that the hand outs were useful but more variety is necessary.
4. Some teachers said that the handouts reminded children of school homework and they did not like them as such.
General evaluative comments: 
The teachers evaluated in a positive light the parental involvement with take home activities. They also liked the mindfulness exercises and reported that the RESCUR activities were more powerful when connected with current school life events and had applications for all students.
Some elementary school teachers reported that the implementation of this resilience pilot program had a significant positive feedback on them and their behavior. For example one teacher reported “ After the initial training session I realized that my classroom management philosophy needed to change. Therefore the change of the program started with me. Following the RESCUR training and the activities was significantly easier for me to realize that I am part of the ecology of the classroom and my behavior affects children in a significant impact on them. It also helpful for me to refer back to the model teaching of the activities during training”

A significant number of teachers reported that the implementation of resilience program needed to be continued throughout the year and for all years in elementary school. The implementation of the program has changed the classroom climate into a more positive atmosphere where all children are benefiting.

The majority of teachers reported children’s eagerness to participate in the resilience program. For example some teachers reported that “I learned a lot from my children while implementing this resilience program”. One such lesson that one teacher reported was expressed as follows:  “I realized how much emphasis children give on their friends in order to gain strength and overcome obstacles”.
A small number of teachers also reported that often the conversation needed to move onto a bit different directions and away from the specific questions accompanying the activity. They let it happen so the exchange became more real and substantial for students and teachers.

All activities which focused on students’ daily difficulties (e.g. not be able to get high marks if you are a child with learning disability) were well accepted by the students and the message about the power of persistence, optimism, courage to continue until they reach their goals was fully understood and appreciated by the students. 

The following recommendations were made by the elementary school teachers: 
1. Limited time was one of the challenges to finish some of the RESCUR activities. More than one instructional period for each activity may be necessary in some occasions. The program should give the teacher the choice to decide if more instructional periods are necessary to cover all main points of the activity.

2. Stories in RESCUR activities can be transformed into a mini play (theatrical game). Children respond well to these small plays and they internalize the main messages in an effective way.

3. Fewer processing questions and more flexibility to match the group’s needs and level of discussion are recommended.
4. Some videos which are connected to a story (e.g. story of Fikas-paraolympian swimmer) will be helpful to keep children’s interest.  
5. Parental involvement was not the highest as reported by some of the teachers and this element needs to be carefully planned and executed to increase the efficacy of the program. Some  teachers made presentations of the program to parents, some send the take home activities along with notes but the majority of the teachers mentioned that this component did not have the expected response and needs to be addressed more carefully. The majority of the teachers did not engage parents in a systematic way and this may be due to the pressing timeline for the pilot to be implemented and/or practical issues.
The overall impression of teachers based mainly on the focused group discussion about RESCUR was very positive and they expressed the fact that it helped them significantly to discuss important issues (dealing with adversity and issues related to children’s experience with rejection by peers or teachers etc) which are not in the daily agenda in the normal curriculum. This shift due to RESCUR pilot into more social emotional issues have affected in a positive manner the classroom dynamics as reported by the majority of the teachers. In addition to the positive evaluation of RESCUR due its well organized and thought out materials, teacher were delighted and happily surprised with how well students responded to the issues raised in the activities and how excited they were about the continuation of the resilience curriculum every week for the whole year. Also parents who knew of the program and also engaged with the children in doing the take home activities were very positive on resilience programs such as RESCUR.

Student Focus groups and questionnaires
Overall the majority of both preschoolers and elementary age children were enthusiastic with the activities and they reported that these lessons address their needs and these topics rarely are discussed in school. They emphasized the fact that all these activities help them to get to know the classmates and work with them in the classroom exercises. A number of students also expressed positive comments about the curriculum activities because they had a chance to talk to their parents about some important issues such as how to deal with difficulties in life and how to handle rejection and the disappointment that accompanies it. 
Analyzing children’s focus groups data and their written responses (for late primary school children) to questionnaires based on the questions of the focus group discussion, the following conclusions arise:

Children liked the following elements from the RESCUR:

1. Mascots were very well received by the majority of students
2. Experiential exercises and applied lessons to their lives were useful. Students reported that “we talked about issues that matter to us and we had a chance to discuss them openly”.
3. Good atmosphere to share emotions in the classroom.
4. The theme about courage and persistence in the face of adversity made “a big impact on me” was a conclusion reached by many elementary school students.
5. Mindfulness exercises were a plus for almost all students.
6. Expression of emotions: “We learned to express how we feel”.
7. Sense of empowerment: “I liked this program because it helped me to become stronger”
8. Positive thinking: “I liked this program because we learned how to think in a positive manner and not continuously think negative”

9.  Class collaboration: “ I liked that we worked together with the activities and learned together about being strong”.
Few children reported negative comments on two areas:  
a. Limited time for discussion: “That time was not enough to finish our discussion” 
b. Stories: “I did not like all the stories. Some were boring”

    “fewer stories”.
The following categories emerged analyzing the children’s questionnaire data (late elementary) concerning what the children recorded about what they have learned from the RESCUR pilot:

Courage, Persistence and Optimism : “we learned about courage, persistence and optimism” “ I learned not to give up”

Reframing of adversity “That all obstacles and adversity can become an opportunity” I learned to think”
Becoming more resilient “I learn how to become more resilient and I like this”
Expression of emotions and self regulation “we learned how to express our feelings” “I learned how to behave in a calm manner without anger toward others”

Problem solving “how to solve my problems” 

Social emotional skills “how to make friends”

Positive thinking: “I learned to look at the bright side of things even though things are dark and gloomy”

Self-efficacy “I learned that if one believes he/she can do anything” “to believe to themselves and to remember some important lessons about courage, optimism and persistence when facing obstacles in life:

Support of others & collaboration “I learned to support others and love them”

“I learned to collaborate and support my classmates”

 “we learned how to ask for help and support from our friends, teachers and family”

The following categories emerged analyzing the late elementary children’s data (their own words) concerning what they have suggested from their RESCUR pilot experience:

1. “Resilience curriculum to become obligatory lesson for all children”
2. “Train the parents and invite the parents in some of the lessons at school”
3. “More time in the weekly schedule for RESCUR program”
4. “More home activities with parents”
5. “Make some of the stories in small plays (theatrical play)”
6. More  visual material (pictures in the activities necessary to keep children’s interest)
‘More pictures and better quality drawings in the stories” to have more videos in this program”
7. “RESCUR to be implemented throughout the year and more times a week”

8. “to have more role plays”

9. “the lesson to last longer so we can talk about feelings more and how not to get angry”

 Α summary of late elementary children’s’ recommendations based on their own words are the following:
“To talk more in resilience activities”

“We need to apply with we learned from RESCUR both at school and home”

“To create our own stories”
“to make more arts and crafts projects based on each activity. We remember the stories easier that way”

Strengths of RESCUR pilot
Studying all materials the following conclusions about the strengths of the pilot can be drawn:
1. Mindfulness exercises were well received and the teachers reported that the students learn to self-regulate and relax to get the most out of the activities.

2. Mascots were a big strength of the curriculum and it has been embraced in very positive manner by the majority of the children.
3. All activities were well structured and the teaching methodology and steps to implement the activities were well thought out and planned. The teachers reported that this organization and clarity of the activities minimized the teaching preparation time each week.

4. The RESCUR pilot activities changed the dynamics in the classroom and this has been reported by both the children and the teachers as they have witnessed positive changes in the classroom.  Also, it has be recorded as positive by teachers the fact that children came closer to one another and wanted a continuation of resilience curriculum for the whole year.

5. Children’s’ feedback was very positive concerning the Take Home activity aspect of the program. They enjoyed having to work with their parents on the RESCUR activities and it was a good opportunity to spent time with their parents and discuss important issues related to understanding of emotions and finding solutions to problems and challenging situations.

6. Based on teachers’ feedback, RESCUR activities were a positive catalyst in changing teachers’ own behavior. A significant number of teachers referred to this Resilience prevention program as a professional development tool for them.  The teachers came closer to the children emotionally, learned to understand the children from an ecosystemic point of view and understand the child’s behavior within the context of the classroom and home interactions.  Teachers had an opportunity to listen to children more carefully and understand children from a global point of view therefore became skilled in interpreting their behaviors. Another strength of the pilot was that due to its evaluation component helped the teachers (with reflection journals and observing their behavior and their childrens’) to understand themselves and children better and thus, helped them to grow professionally and become better teachers.
7. Songs or slogans about resilience and overcoming obstacles in life introduced in the 6 week period of implementation of the pilot had a positive impact on the children. Also role plays and arts and crafts incorporated in different activities were very useful and popular with the children.
8. Another positive effect of the program (as reported by the teachers) was the fact that the messages learned from the RESCUR pilot stayed with the children and they often remember  them in all different aspects of their school or personal life. Powerful resilience lessons about persistence, optimism and courage in the face of adversity were often recalled in school and used by the children to problem solve or overcome an obstacle. 

Weaknesses of RESCUR pilot
Studying all materials the following conclusions about the weaknesses of the pilot can be drawn:

1. The stories in the activities needed more live dialogues and more enrichment so they are more appealing to preschool and elementary school children.

2. Suggestions for modifications in our theme: Turning Challenges to Opportunities

Dealing with adversity. This theme was recorded as suitable and useful theme according to children’s evaluation.
Dealing with rejection. Useful theme for children in early and late primary but may bit difficult to grasp for preschool students. Rejection may be still a difficult concept to grasp since children at this early age can understand better very concrete issues such getting punished by parents, making parents upset etc.
3. The activities could not always be completed within one instructional unit, so the suggestion was to take more instructional time (more than 1 period) to cover an activity and go with the flow based on the  children’s interest to keep discussion going while making sure all main points are covered.

4. The majority of the children asked for more pictures to accompany the stories in the activities. The children are used to have many pictures supplementing the narrative and this helps to keep their interest high and get the most of the story. Pictures accompanying the stories are a significant component of interest for children. We need to invest in this aspect of RESCUR as much as our budget and time allows it. 
5. Some of the activities  are too long for younger children
Recommendations
The following suggestions for modifications in whole curriculum are worth discussing:
1. Some activities need to be simplified especially for younger children

2. More pictures (iconography) for stories are needed for younger children

3. More movement into the lessons need to be introduced because as RESCUR activities were piloted,  they appear heavily focused on discussion and children may get bored especially the early years and early elementary children.
4. More live dialogues in the stories need to be introduced.
5. Train teachers how to present the program to parents. Engaging the parents has been a key element of success for those who had the time to do it.

6. A RESCUR corner is recommended to be set up in each classroom. This corner can include the mascots of the program and also have in plain view all banners or pictures or arts and crafts created within the weekly lessons of RESCUR.  All this material will be a visual aid for the children to remember the lessons learned via the curriculum.  In Greece this recommendation offered by the trainers to the teachers was followed and had positive results to keep the RESCUR learning visible to children throughout the whole school year. 

7. Flexibility in teaching of an activity. Some teachers asked for flexibility so they are able to change the steps of the activities occasionally. This may mean that right after the story, the class can go to do the arts and crafts component of the activity (if there is one) of the activity and then come back to process the story via discussion. For early years and early primary this change can be very beneficial to retain the main points of the activity and keep the interest high. Flexibility may also translate into taking one part of one activity (e.g. story) and another part from another activity (e.g. art and crafts) and used them both into one lesson according to the teacher’s own decision.
Also some teachers recommended to teach in one instructional period the story and the processing questions and in another instructional period to be able to continue to finish off the reminder steps of the activity as described in the manual.  
8. Training of teachers is necessary and must be obligatory in order to implement RESCUR. They also need time to plan their lessons after they studied them from the manual.
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Appendices

-Sample copies of Mascots as drawn by the children
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