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Abstract

This article focuses on the educational principle of action as a means for

personality development. In a climate of self-improvement and reflection,

well-prepared educators can guide children and young people to be able to

learn from the experience of failure in their lives. In particular, we analyze the

extent to which the doing-doing methodology proposed by Tomás Morales

in his work Forja de Hombres [Forge of Men] can contribute to the develop-

ment of the key personal, social and learning-to-learn competency, incorpo-

rating the Sustainable Development Goal of Health and Well-Being. 

Keywords: comprehensive education, active methods, personal, social

and learning-to-learn competency, Sustainable Development Goals, self-im-

provement

Introduction 

The sociocultural context and the health context in which we are
currently immersed means that “people are faced with constant changes,
many of which generate stress,” as described by the Spanish Resilience
Institute (n.d.). These stressors include changes in social relationships;
parental job instability, which affects children; lack of motivation to find



meaning in life; family conflicts; and the pressure for social success, which
determines who is deemed valid and who is not. These factors place 
a greater burden on those who, for various reasons, are in a situation of vul-
nerability, such as minors or young people who have not yet developed 
a strong and secure personality. Therefore, contributing to the develop-
ment of a mature and balanced personality is once again one of the main
challenges for education in all its spheres: family, school, informal, and state.
As the Spanish Resilience Institute (n.d.) again points out, “equipping chil-
dren and young people with emotional, cognitive, and behavioral skills
leads us to strive for more holistic education.” This is not a novel idea, as
many educational efforts and options have already been generated to this
end; however, it may serve to reinforce or update its position as a priority,
helping to balance the value we place on other objectives, such as the mas-
tery of technical advances or the acquisition of new virtual realities and
languages. We can all contribute to the promotion of the right to health
and well-being, what is nowadays called healthy living, and we can start by
adopting lifestyles ourselves that are more respectful of human nature.
While not touching on the efforts that the competent state authorities 
will rightly need to take – in our opinion, especially in terms of investment 
and financial support – we would like to focus on the important aspect of 
personality formation and the role of educators – mainly families and
teachers – in the formation of learners’ characters. 

1. The development of skills to better manage life: 
Learning to learn

Where to start? Social changes require support, as recommended 
by the European Council (EU, 2018), so that everyone can achieve the key
competencies for their personal and social development, with all the im-
plications that entails. Furthermore, in Point 3.2 of its recommendations,
it commits to “supporting teaching staff, as well as other stakeholders
who support learning processes, including families” (EU, 2018), and it 
is therefore appropriate to help these institutions to comply with these
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recommendations. Among all the key competencies, this study can high-
light personal, social, and learning-to-learn competencies for improving life
management.

The development of personal potentialities – which are not identical
in everyone – offers the person a vocation and calls them to leave the 
initial point where they currently are in order to, in the expression of 
Domínguez (2007, p. 9), “go further.” This personal process involves 
a journey that respects each person’s unique nature, resulting in the most
original version of each person. This process of maturing leads to each
person developing the ability of learning how to learn. In exploring the
core competencies for the development of a full and happy, and therefore
healthy and balanced, personality, this work pays close attention to learn-
ing to overcome adversity in life. For what real life has no adversity? 
In other words, we see the importance of learning from failures in order
to emerge stronger from them, to grow as a person, in a word, to mature
along with life’s realities. This will not happen by merely reading about
concepts of resilience or listening to lectures on resilience – which can
certainly help – but rather it is something that requires action. As such, we
focus on two elements that foster the development of these skills and
personality: action and the relevant role of the educator. 

1.1. Action as a means of personality development
The process of personal maturation referred to above requires self-

education and self-empowerment as its fundamental resources. This
means that this process cannot be replaced by another person. For ex-
ample, a mother, father, or educator cannot take their child or pupil’s
place in the process; if the child or young person is not given sufficient
space in this process, they will not mature. The protagonist of the action
is an autonomous, self-regulated subject who does not limit themselves
to merely acquiring knowledge, but drives it, and along with procedures
and attitudes, gives rise to the acquisition of competencies. 

The need to view the learner/pupil as the protagonist of their own
learning, in which personal experience plays a central role, became 
a central educational approach starting in the 19th century. From authors

13

G
ood Practices and Challenges Regarding the Fostering of Resilience in Educational Settings

TH
EM

ATIC A
RTICLES

“Learning to Learn” as a Way of Making the Most of Experiences of Failure



such as Dewey, Kilpatrick, and Bovet himself, who coined the term active
methodology, to modern study plans, there have been and there continue
to be many initiatives and methodologies working towards this, though
with unequal success, it should be acknowledged. The reality is more
complex than it may seem at first sight: a certain natural resistance ap-
pears in the person (Blanco-Navarro, 2020, p. 151), a tendency toward
passivity, especially when energy needs to be expended in a cooperative
way, so it is also necessary to educate in this sense of activeness and work-
ing with others. Properly understood, activeness could mean students ac-
tive in reflection and thought construction, or attempting to produce 
a scientific text. On the other hand, it could also involve people merely
moving from one place to another, driven by an active form of laziness,
avoiding a task that is in fact a priority for them because at first it seems
tedious or boring. We refer to activeness not as the production of exter-
nal works, but in the sense of “operation,” of “building oneself in the 
inner forge of one’s own consciousness” (Titone, 1981, p. 53) as a guiding
educational principle that emphasizes the cultivation of inner individu-
ality centered on the experience of the subject. 

Over the centuries, the combination of this educational element of ac-
tion and various anthropological conceptions has resulted in the emer-
gence of various pedagogical forms and new methodologies that seek to
take it on board. These include the more personalized conception of edu-
cation put forward by García Hoz (1989), which highlights the person’s ca-
pacity for action through reflection and involves two principles, thinking and
acting, united and committed to one another, going beyond mere activity.
We recognize that these proposals are very much in keeping with the real-
ity of the human being understood as an open being (see Blanco-Navarro,
2021) with the capacity for transcendence, called to go beyond oneself and
confront reality: things, ideas, circumstances, others, and history.

1.2. The role of the educator as a motivator and driver in self-im-
provement
It may seem contradictory to insist on the importance of develop-

ing learner autonomy while emphasizing the relevant role of educators:
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parents, teachers, or other responsible persons; however, we should not
forget the initial protective role they play at an early age, during infancy
and childhood. Faced with this reality, the question is to what extent and
in which aspects this protection should be continued without being
overly protective. Overprotection results in a high degree of immaturity
in coping with difficulties, which makes the child more vulnerable and
less able to develop resilience in the event of a traumatic situation.
Strengthening autonomous development is key in these situations and
it is here where educators can make use of other key factors: the trans-
mission of values such as reflection, constant daily work, and learning
how to prioritize fundamental objectives for each individual. The exis-
tence of “empty spaces” in a child’s life, spaces in which not everything is
decided about what they must do, in which they have time to be left to
their own devices, will allow them to develop creativity, which in turn will
allow them to face the adversities that arise in their day-to-day life. 

From this perspective, the intervention of educators as children and
young people grow up is more a matter of transmitting incentives than
of giving directions. It consists of motivating the learner to carry out cer-
tain activities that they would not undertake on their own initiative, such
as those related to the world of culture – reading books and listening to
or playing music. At this point, we should mention the influential role
played by the mother figure of neurosurgeon Ben Carson in the film
Gifted Hands (Carter, 2009), since it is based on real events. The woman
had no education, yet was able to transform her children’s school habits
in such a way that they act autonomously, with the positive results that
this entails in their schooling process, to the point that one of them
achieved excellence.

Any experienced educator will confirm that this balance is not easy
to achieve: the tendency to dominate by coercion (“do this because I tell
you to”) or to supplant (“I’ll do this for you so we can get this over and
done with more quickly”), leads us to consider that eliciting collabora-
tion, or getting others to do it, is an art. We often find among educators
and authorities (family, school, and society) that people are more willing
to “give it their all” than to take a step back and encourage others to take
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responsibility or delegate work. The consequence of this situation is ex-
pressed graphically by Tomás Morales in one of his works: “untapped po-
tential” (Morales, 2003); a youth and childhood devoid of resistance, we
might say. This educator was able to integrate what he had experienced
so many times in dealing with the young people he was leading or train-
ing into a pedagogical principle called doing-doing, helping them to 
integrate more actively into society. This is a case that we will explore in
more detail as an experience of how it is possible to carry out personal-
ity development with learners. 

2. Teaching to think by doing – how a few were forged 
and how many more can be forged

As indicated above, this section will focus on the experience of Jesuit
pedagogue Tomás Morales (1908–1994) with the intention of looking at
the methods and tactics he used with the young people he trained, given
that his actions stemmed from a deep conviction about the value of
youth and the priority of character formation in education. 

What will become of a world comprised mainly of young people
with no one to guide them, without educators to shape them, liv-
ing role models in whom they can see an ideal of life reflected?
Only truly educated people, educators who are not afraid to make
demands of themselves and others, with a strong ideal in their
hearts that drives them in their lives, can answer this worrying
question. And those people are none other than the young people
of today, the young people whom we, as their educators, have to
train for the enormous task that awaits them. (Morales, 1987, p. 7)

Their educational action is non-formal and falls within the current 
of Christian personalism. It is linked to an active methodology based 
on “teaching to think by doing once the subject reflects on lived experiences”
(Gómez, 1998, p. 277). The author did not intend to develop a theory of
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learning or to create an alternative system to the one proposed in his
time, but he started working in the 1950s with the young people he was
leading, and time proved him right. One of his works, Forja de hombres
[Forge of Men], first published in 1966, was inspired by the experience of
those years (1946–1960). It was expanded and republished several times
along with the experience of the following years (1987) until 2008, when
it was presented in a compendium, “Pedagogical Works,” as the second
part of the collection Life and Work of Tomás Morales, S.J. It has been trans-
lated into English, German, Italian, French, and Polish. 

It presents the educator as a compass, with four cardinal points that
can guide their actions: I) Mystique of demand, II) Fighting spirit, III) Cul-
tivation of reflection, and IV) School of constancy. All of these are involved
in the tactic of doing-doing, which consists of allowing the young person
to act, guiding their action to be orderly, fruitful, and for the good of oth-
ers; to do this, it is essential that the educator knows the young person.
Logically, if we apply this to childhood or adulthood, the degree of dele-
gation or responsibilities must be commensurate with their reality. Ex-
perience shows that people who are included in or delegated a task or
responsibility – even a simple one – feel like they are part of that activity,
company, community, or family and they contribute their best. This is
what some of these young rebels experience in today’s secondary school
classrooms, when their teacher – still trained directly by Morales – gives
them “secretarial” tasks in the classroom, giving them the confidence from
which they can begin to propose challenges to overcome themselves.
More latent energies are given the opportunity to surface, and in most
cases, unknown potential is awakened. This global approach is discussed
in more detail below. 

2.1. Action as a competence – the doing-doing methodology
After looking at the need to prioritize the promotion of harmonious

personality development, we proceed to pointing out a concrete way to
help achieve this: action, going beyond mere theory or discourse about
the value of knowing oneself, of developing one’s own potential, or how
important it is to appropriate new resources in the face of difficulties. 
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The aim is to confront the subject with reality in such a way that they are
forced to intervene, and in this way, to put into action their personal 
resources. Morales is clear about this, and when he brings the children
together to propose an objective, they must first organize and then act.
Learners are discouraged from finding problems with everything and en-
couraged to work using proposals and initiatives. Each of them leaves the
meeting with a task and, in this way, all the young people involved will
have to do their best and will feel like members of a team. Over the years,
this approach would become, with experience, a methodology of its own.
Let’s take a closer look. 

The title Gómez (1998) chose for a study on the pedagogy of Tomás
Morales, in which he presents the methodology, is significant: “Article
one. Doing-doing. A response to a problematic reality” (p. 302). The au-
thor explores the historical context in which this mode of action is pro-
posed: young people infected by a trend for convenience and minimal
effort, the consequence of the poor education received with these 
approaches, which leads to a lack of thinking and a tendency to refuse 
to work. This is the logical and repeatedly demonstrated consequence of
these principles, and we can therefore question the substantive validity
of such a policy proposal. These approaches are contrary to the effort that
generates joy, the self-improvement that leads to personal development,
and the discipline or rules that allow a person to exercise their freedom
in safety. 

Faced with this problematic situation, but also confident in young
people’s potential and aware of the disastrous results that authoritarian-
ism had led to in those environments, Morales proposed a practical 
alternative through educational action in groups, as a means of encour-
aging collaboration. “The aim is to stimulate others at work, distributing
tasks, controlling needs, and exercising discreet and paternal authority”
(Gómez, 1998, p. 302). Pre-planning and a long-term project are neces-
sary, as is simple but practical programming on the part of the educator
to enable people to manage their own work. It is about allowing them to
do, to take initiative, to take responsibility, to fail, and to succeed. If we are
afraid of this, we run the risk of settling into infantilism, of succumbing 
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to the idols of consumerism, of a comfortable, convenient life without
finding meaning. Morales offers this methodology in the non-formal
sphere, while calling on the relevant social institutions to promote edu-
cational models that teach people to think. Currently, some research proj-
ects related to the training and involvement of future teachers are inspired
by this methodology. One expression of this is the work coordinated 
by Ramos (2020) which offers educational workshops for schoolchildren.
The workshops are carried out by trainee teachers in cooperation with the
research group Innovación y Metodologías Docentes para la Enseñanza 
y Aprendizaje (Fray-Innova) (Innovations and Methodologies for Teaching
and Learning).

The starting point for this pedagogue by trade, therefore, is reality.
The young person or child in question must be taken as they are in order
to lead them patiently to the comprehensive development of their 
potential. And from there, they launch into action: an action that is
thought-out and proportionate to their strengths, in which they are the
protagonist and will have to be held accountable. This is certainly a risk,
the risk of relying on inexperienced youths to galvanize them into action
for the common good. However, it must be considered that the key to
the success of this procedure – validated by experience and still used 
to train teachers through the annual Pedagogical Classrooms – lies in the
confidence that the educator places in the potential of the learner, over-
coming first impressions and employing a great deal of patience. It is not
a question of disengaging once it becomes clear what needs to be de-
veloped; it rather consists of the educator choosing a discreet place from
which to keep track of the person to whom they have been delegated,
encouraging them when necessary, getting to know each of them in
more and more depth, and guiding and, if necessary, correcting them.
This requires the educator to forget about oneself and to allow others to
shine. Experience taught this character builder that if you act with tact
and patience, young people become involved in the action, so that they
acquire responsibility and thus enhance their qualities, while they them-
selves will influence other young people, multiplying the action. This is
still the experience of those who, having personally assimilated this style
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of self-improvement, do not allow their students to complain in class and
guide them to see the positive aspects of situations; the initial expres-
sions “what a drag” and “why do we have to do that” before a task are cor-
rected with “that’s good, that way we learn more” – or in their student
jargon, “cool, that’s great, that activity is great.” Progressively, the young
people themselves assimilate this disposition, so that intervention from
the educator is less and less necessary in this aspect. The children even
transfer it to their family environment, to the surprise of their relatives.

Having accepted this method of action, we analyze the work in
which our author’s experience was collected through various tactics, as
we believe we are analyzing an example of acting while bearing in mind
the reality of the situation.

2.2. Forja de Hombres, a mature work and the age-old question 
of how?
“How some men were forged” (Morales, 1987, p. 15) is the inspiring

idea with which Morales’s work begins in its dedication. The age-old
question of how already seemed to be intuited by the author himself,
who continues the sentence by adding “and how many more can be
forged.” In order to understand this work, it seems necessary to consider
some preliminary information regarding its conception, its audience, and
the historical context of the time. 

2.2.1. Some preliminary aspects to understanding Forja
As we have already indicated, we are not dealing with an a priori re-

flective writing, in the form of a program or action plan to be implemented
later on. “Forge of Men is a book that matured in the heat of a passionate
experience made the object of constant reflection,” writes the prestigious
pedagogue García Hoz in the prologue to the book (Morales, 1987, p. 11).
As the ripe fruit of the tree, we enjoy in this book the a posteriori reflection
on the author’s work with hundreds of young people in an ecclesial apos-
tolic movement. Thus, one characteristic that requires consideration is that
the training had an added benefit for both the educator and the learner
related to the life of grace, i.e. that which is specific to a person who has
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been baptized. However, the basics are inherent to the person, and this
is a common denominator for every human being. Therefore, it is possi-
ble to transfer most, if not all, of the person-oriented training. Finally, we
should bear in mind the historical context of the experiences narrated in
the original work, as some realities may be shocking in our times or may
no longer exist; likewise, we may find that some examples related to the
reality in which children and young people live today are lacking. One of
these elements, for example, refers to his constant use of the term
“man/men,” due to the fact that at that time he only worked with men,
though it was gradually extended to include women as time went on.
However, this should not cause any problems in understanding the
meaning of the work. What is most important is the person; the experi-
ences of other educators show that the procedures are still valid and rel-
evant (e.g., Abilio de Gregorio, 2007). 

The written work brings together many experiences with young peo-
ple under the apostolate and character formation, detailing the commit-
ments that the young militants1 or sympathizers of the movement had 
to take on, how they had to overcome the human aspects, what to do 
in the face of apparent failure, the repercussions that this action had on
their own lives, etc. As García Hoz points out in the substantial prologue
to the fourth edition, a multitude of experiences are described “with var-
ied ways of doing things: study circles, youth missions, marches and
camps, spiritual exercises” (Morales, 1987, p. 11), arranged according to
the four cardinal points of the compass described above. We leave it 
to the reader’s curiosity or interest to read them consecutively, or to
choose them from the table of contents; in this way, we are applying 
the principle of not supplanting the personal process of each individ-
ual. The following is an analysis focused on some of the aspects that are
characteristic of the realist pedagogy proposed by the forger of men,
Tomás Morales. 

1 This is the name given to those involved in the youth movement called Militia 
of Saint Mary.
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2.2.2. Effort brings about joy and this requires a fighting spirit
Together with the group methodology of doing-doing, which ne-

cessitates the educator giving up the spotlight, we highlight the spirit of
self-improvement, which in Morales we can identify with what he calls
the fighting spirit. It has nothing to do with violence, harm, or destruc-
tion. It is an inner disposition, “an inner attitude that pushes the soul to
be in continuous and serene tension of will, constantly fighting a great
battle with itself” (Morales, 1987, p. 103). He then goes on to specify
where he believes young people need to face tension: “The young person
must be educated in the fight against laziness, sensuality, fear, curiosity,
vanity, the pressing desire to always look good, [and a] lack of control 
of the imagination and sensitivity” (Morales, 1987, p. 174). Undoubtedly,
it is a “battle” that cannot be won by an educator who is not equipped
with the courage to make demands of himself and others, avoiding two
opposing and equally paralyzing poles: perfectionism and paternalism. 

A central idea in Morales’s pedagogy thus emerges: “effort begets
joy” – the natural spontaneity in education contrasts with the joy gained
by the effort of a job well done. We must accustom them to courageous
and daring action, to swim against the tide so as not to be swept away by
their own passions and by the dehumanizing environment, which invites
us to renounce our values. It should come as no surprise to readers of this
article that some of these educators impose the obligation to arrive at
the school half an hour before the morning start time for those who, 
for the third consecutive day, have arrived late for class; in addition, they
will have to carry out social service tasks for the school itself during this
time. Or that a management team frees the tutors of children from 
the age of 10 upwards to have several hours a week in which to carry out
personal tutoring. During this tutoring meetings when faced with tasks
performed incorrectly or with a certain laziness, when faced with un-
achieved objectives, they dedicate personal time to these students, one
by one, so that they can repeat the task, looking at how to improve it, or
encouraging them to try again, setting achievable goals, extending – as
Blanco (2009) indicates – “the exercise of tutoring to all aspects of the
teaching/learning process” (p. 115) and of personality formation. These 
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tutoring meetings encourage those who feel they have failed or made
mistakes to start again with the inspiration that apparent failures can be-
come a springboard for improvement.

So important is this aspect of overcoming failure that one of the
headings of the cardinal point of the fighting spirit is entitled “knowing
how to fail.” In it, Morales alludes to the fact that the first battle must be
fought above all against the fear of failure, as a primary objective for the
educator, which requires a great deal of serenity. In our opinion, this is 
a very interesting section, since it first warns of the consequences that
failure can have on a superficial soul, such as apathy, distrust, lack of mo-
tivation, or discouragement. In this case, the educator will have to ex-
pend greater energies than in the case of more profound spirits who
know, on their own, how to discover new challenges in the face of nega-
tive or unexpected results. And he dares to take his proposal one step
further: Not only should they not be surprised or discouraged by failure,
but they should come to rejoice in such situations, which will enable
them to grasp the value of failure itself. This disposition will allow us to
discover with objectivity, and without blaming others, the reasons that
led to this situation. It may be a poorly defined objective, having used
the wrong means, being carried away by improvisation, working without
a method, excessive theorizing, not having left a wide enough margin of
responsibility and initiative, etc. On a personal level, failure makes us
more humble, docile, cautious, and aware of reality and this provides 
a greater capacity for empathy in social relations with others. 

The book shows in its experiences how young people are sometimes
successful in their goals and sometimes not; the difficulties and fears that
arise are not omitted, but the prevailing spirit is that of victory, which is
found not in success but in the trying. The simile of the fountain is used to
explain this: “The fighting spirit is like a fountain; it springs spontaneously
if it bubbles up inside me” (Morales, 1987, p. 104). Curiously, the term re-
silience cannot be found in the text; this is a term coined in the field of
mental health, based on research from the late 1980s, in which – as Morell,
Barrero, and Martín (2017) point out – interest arose from the fact that
people and families who had suffered extreme difficulties (abandonment,
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domestic violence, abuse, or others) overcame these vicissitudes. Subse-
quently, research in psychology, child protection, and even social skills
has led to a general interest in this term, considering that all people ex-
perience stressful situations of varying degrees of difficulty, ranging from
everyday events to life events or truly traumatic situations. In all of them,
personal strength-building elements can be discovered that prepare the
person to be able to respond successfully. This is as old as humanity itself. 

In particular, we can recognize that many of the experiences in the
Forge of Men, before these issues were described, allowed young people
to reflect on themselves, forced them to manage their time effectively,
made the work collaborative, and led to the development of resilience in
these boys. Good training was combined with action, in which they had to
creatively develop ways of initiating or guiding a conversation, taking 
a critical stance, and making decisions from that stance – all in an atmos-
phere of joy and self-improvement, which left them feeling good at the
end, despite the fact that at times they had to struggle or experience mo-
ments of tension. All this was accompanied by a positive, understanding,
encouraging attitude toward apparent failures when things did not go as
expected or when complications and even persecutions arose. Hence, 
the analysis of Forge of Men can be approached by identifying some of
those empowering elements that, in the words of Kateb (2019) create 
“a protective shield to resist and overcome the obstacles of existence” 
(p. 11). This is the task we will carry out next. 

3. Action helps us to emerge stronger from 
adversity – some techniques

We are all surrounded by the realities of the flow of life, like the pil-
grim who stumbles several times along the way and may even fall on oc-
casion. Who has not experienced this? Tripping up, getting confused,
forgetting an appointment or an order, spilling coffee in a hurry – these
are all everyday experiences of every homo viator on their way through
life. The driver who goes over a bump while driving, or the novice speaker
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who experiences stage fright – there is no end to the experiences in life
that place us between success and frustration, which commit us to mak-
ing a personal decision of either giving up and backing out or putting
more energy and serenity into the next opportunity, or why not, even
laughing at ourselves, at our own errors. As Bártoli (2020) points out, “not
only are the realities we face in life not good, but often they are simply
bad, contrary to our desire and happiness” (p. 130), referring to the need
to develop patience on life’s journey. For all these reasons, the overpro-
tective environment that sometimes develops in the family or at school,
preventing children and young people from having to face the difficulties
inherent to their daily lives and proportionate to their current develop-
mental stage, is contrary to this. And it is not only in the face of difficul-
ties that these children and young people are sometimes even prevented
from taking on tasks or responsibilities. A kind of goodwill seems to en-
velop parent–child relationships, as if they were fragile children to be pro-
tected from any attack. As a result, they do not know their own potential
and are not prepared for the hard knocks of life.

Morales’s experience with his students takes a different approach.
One of the central objectives of the educational action carried out will be
to empower the learner. This cannot be achieved without discovering the
potentialities of each of them and helping them to develop that potential
to the fullest, like someone who manipulates the switch to turn on a light.
This will require the human techniques of irradiation and influence, which
the educator must master. We highlight some of those found in the work
and how they develop elements that enhance resilience. 

One of the most characteristic working techniques was meeting as 
a school for launching and landing action. Finding fault was prohibited
here; instead solutions had to be positively proposed with the results
borne in mind. This is important in order to avoid two serious dangers that
hinder the maturity of the personality of those who attend: destructive
criticism – a sign of weakness – and excessive verbosity, due to deficient
integral education. This also prevents personal limitations from acting as
a brake on group action. Each individual has to learn to own themselves
and to be in control of their actions, so that they can cooperate with 
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others. It requires integrity and the ability to be problem-oriented, ap-
plying what they have learned in the past. “Not lamentation, but action”
was the leitmotiv of these meetings. By learning to live together, we re-
flect; this encourages us to work together, reviving the ideal. The role of
the educator here is of great importance in order to generate the confi-
dence and security needed to continue in the action, analyzing before-
hand any obstacles that may arise and interfere with the process. 

These life experiences were an impetus for the protagonists and, not
infrequently, served as a testimony for others, when they listened to the
experiences of their peers in another of the techniques used: assemblies.
In these large group meetings, at the end of an activity or before starting
it, experiences were shared and, once again, it was necessary to excel in
public speaking and overcoming desire and fear. An underlying idea was
held in the face of the desire to complain or give up, when discourage-
ment reared its head: “Never tire of always starting.” We do not know the
origin of the phrase, but given Morales’s broad culture he would proba-
bly have read it somewhere. What is certain is that he taught it as a way
of life and lived it, which is why today it is recognized as being uniquely
linked to him. What was the result of these experiences? The young peo-
ple were excited to have done something for others, surprised and very
happy to discover their own potential, encouraged to start a new task in
the face of goals – achieved or not achieved – and reflective as they used
difficulties as a springboard. Along with this impulse, the educators in
these schools proposed stories of sportsmen, musicians, explorers, young
people, or characters in general who had to face very difficult situations
in their lives and managed to overcome them. An example of this for
older children is the book No Excuses by the weightlifting champion Kyle
Maynard, or the story of the eagle who did not want to be a chick for
younger children. At the same time, these educators avoid using songs 
or stories that incite sentimentality or withdrawal into oneself. 

The main techniques include an examination of conscience at the end
of the day, as a key element of reflection. This is an individual action of in-
trospection, in an atmosphere of silence, in which each person takes stock
of the fundamental aspects of the day’s events, becoming aware of the
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positive aspects that deserve gratitude and the failures (in terms of the in-
tentions set for that day), especially with regard to the reform of personal
character or dealings with others. This technique is essential for self-
knowledge and to find the roots of difficulties one faces, from which all
other failures tend to spring. As a final point of this stock-taking at the
end of the day, which should take about 15 minutes a day at a fixed time,
learners try to devise self-correction or a resolution for improvement for
the following day, which keeps the person not in a spirit of defeat, but in
one of overcoming each day as a new opportunity. This element is key in
the educational proposal of Tomás Morales and Gómez develops it fur-
ther in his study on the pedagogy of this author, defining it as “detail of
personal improvement related to the root of the failure” (1998, p. 200)
and including it in the method of learning by personal discovery. 

Marches and open-air camps stand out among the actions proposed
in Forge of Men. Camps with a profoundly educational purpose are still
held in Spain, Germany, and the United States, annually in the summer or
holiday months, following the book under study. Contact with nature
brings multiple benefits in terms of a physically and mentally healthy life,
which in a way forces us to live more austerely (we cannot carry every-
thing in our backpacks) and in which the possibility of overcoming a goal
together with our companions promotes the spirit of collaboration and
altruism. The recreational activities most commonly used to foster re-
silience, according to Barquero and Enith (2015), are sports, outdoor ac-
tivities, artistic activities, adventure activities, problem-solving games,
dance, singing, community volunteering, performing dynamic arts, and
evening recreational activities. Through these types of activities, due to
the constancy and dedication they require, different aspects come into
play and interrelate, such as the emergence of new challenges, the ac-
quisition of new skills that can strengthen self-confidence, socialization
with peers in an uninhibited way, the clearing of the mind, the capacity
for self-expression, critical thinking, conflict resolution, cooperativeness
and discipline, the development of coordination skills, empathy, mobil-
ity, creativity, and many other valid tools for the development of re-
silience. Joy is often one of the most highly prized goals in overcoming
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the proposed challenge of hiking, or climbing a peak, without it becom-
ing an athletic competition, but rather an experience of friendship.
Singing, silence, and good humor play a fundamental role in these activ-
ities, which we highlight below as elements of strength in the face of 
adversity. 

The demand for silence at certain times does not at all refer to keep-
ing quiet about whatever negative thing might have happened, or taking
refuge in not exposing it so as not to complicate one’s life. On the con-
trary, this silence is for the brave and requires and forges the capacity for
personal self-control to understand that on a daily basis there is a time 
for silence and a time to speak. It is more about acquiring the ability to
know how to behave and to create the necessary atmosphere for calm 
reflection on what is happening or the possible consequences of one’s
decisions. Silence allows us to look at reality objectively, to listen to 
others, and to discern the signs of the times. After prolonged silence, 
the person is better prepared to communicate more profoundly, and
even to ask for help in a way that is more appropriate to their needs. From
silence we can discover the beauty of so many realities that haste and 
superficiality do not allow us to appreciate. 

Interestingly, the times of silence, prayer, and examination of con-
science are combined with singing and good humor. The songs that are
interspersed at different times reflect this spirit of joy and self-improve-
ment. From the mountaineering song “¡Ánimo, pues, ánimo pues, que la
montaña es mantequilla!” to songs of their own composing, or the more
frequent custom of modifying well known songs with their own lyrics. All
this is an exercise in creativity and initiative, as well as the ability to reach
agreement and the possibility of discovering qualities in some that are
not only intellectual. Undoubtedly, there are many anecdotes that, while
camping, challenge the young people who participate in these training
experiences to get away from themselves and overcome simple actions
such as a small intervention in public, in a group, or on their own. In ad-
dition, this develops the capacity for empathy, as experiencing difficulties
first-hand allows the young person to be more sympathetic to possible
weaknesses in others. 
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As a complement, good humor is not only expressed with the songs
and jokes at youth evenings, where everyone can participate more or less
successfully, but as an accompaniment that adds extra flavor to the action
in general. The spirit of self-improvement also means being able to keep
smiling in the face of adversity. Sandrin (2018) argues that “humor main-
tains strong links with resilience … to cope with difficulties and to grow
well as people even in the midst of deeply painful and highly traumatic
experiences” (p. 101), which reaffirms the idea proposed here. We know
that smiling is universal, that it allows us to establish good relations any-
where in the world, regardless of language. A smile has liberating and
positive effects for the person who expresses it and for those around
them; smiles make pain more bearable and convey calmness in difficult
situations. They have a direct positive effect on one’s physical state and in-
crease one’s enjoyment of any activity; it is even considered by experts
such as Viktor Frankl (as cited in Sandrin, 2018) to be a “weapon with
which the soul fights for its survival” (p. 85). The benefits of good humor
are therefore many and there is every reason to take fun seriously. This has
been considered by some companies in the world of work that have
abandoned the serious business model to adopt a spirit of professionalism
with good humor, obtaining notable results; such is the case of Yahoo
Iberia!, Southwest Airlines, and Pike Place Fish, where they have found that
laughter reduces anxiety and stress and the positive mood helps to pre-
vent depression and other illnesses. In addition, they emphasize the 
promotion of creativity in solving situations, well-being and a sense of
belonging, and even the economic benefits of such enterprises (see
Jáuregui and Fernández, 2004).

We can recognize a significant contribution of the experiences nar-
rated in the Forge of Men to the competency of learning to learn in failure,
which leads to a healthy life for the subjects of these experiences. In this re-
gard, Sustainable Development Goal 3 on Health and Well-being (UNESCO,
2017) can help in the ideation and practice of education as human devel-
opment, especially with regard to prevention strategies, the development
of empathy, and the ability to demand, through the expression of ideas
and the promotion of policies for health and well-being. Perhaps there are
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differences here with regard to what is understood by well-being, and we
also consider that the proposals made by international organizations for
their development do not take into account certain aspects which, from
the perspective of this work, we consider to have produced good results.
In the establishment of daily routines, for example, references to creating
spaces and times of silence, the enjoyment of music and nature, the free-
dom to be found in austere living and temperance, and the desirability of
abstinence at appropriate times are missing, to name but a few elements
that stand out in the experiences of the written work and which are un-
doubtedly a cause of inner joy, the main objective for good health and
personal well-being. 

4. Conclusions

Education cannot and must not lose its bearings, so let us use the
compass. Whatever contributes to the humanization of a person, to their
holistic development, to bringing the person to fulfilment with a view to
their happiness, must be the aim of education. And it cannot be reduced
to other, more partial objectives. In the sociocultural and health context
in which we find ourselves, we can identify important stressors that in-
fluence people, especially the most vulnerable, among whom we include
children and young people, as they have not yet developed a mature per-
sonality. As a consequence of this situation, we can identify in the differ-
ent areas the priority educational challenge of focusing on holistic
education that aims to form a strong, balanced personal character. 

A contribution to the development of this healthy personality can
be found by supporting the development of the key competency of
learning to learn, so that the learner is able to manage their emotions, de-
cisions, and even life’s challenges. In this personal development, we can
highlight two educational elements as enablers: action and the role that
the educator can play as a motivator. Action puts us to the test and pro-
vokes in the person the development of capacities in order to overcome
the situations in which we find ourselves or to creatively seek new ways
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of dealing with them if previous attempts have failed. If, in addition, this
is done in collaboration with others, the experience is more enriching
and the forces are multiplied, while the subject gets a clearer idea of their
own personality. Letting learners take responsibility is not an easy task,
partly because of the educator’s desire to be a protagonist and partly be-
cause of the learner’s own resistance. Only those who have a clear idea of
the contribution this makes to the development of their personality, as
well as the ability to make loving demands, will be able to involve them
in their own development. 

As an experience of those who have been able to carry this out, this
proposal to strengthen people, especially children and young people,
through the educational action of Tomás Morales, as reflected in his book
Forja de Hombres [Forge of Men], narrates multiple experiences that proved
to be valid in the training of young people in non-formal education and
which are still valid in families, projects, and individuals – most of which are
linked to education. Based on the analysis of the book, we are encouraged
to use procedures such as doing-doing, action techniques such as assem-
blies or marches in the mountains.  Above all, we learn how to achieve,
through various training actions, the objective focus on the learner’s grad-
ual self-improvement and the acquisition of a spirit of commitment to one-
self and to others. We can recognize various elements involved in this
education, complementing with current authors and using the language
of the moment, as enhancing the capacity for resilience. These include the
capacity for reflection, patience in the face of difficulties, and a sense of
humor. All of this is wrapped up in a spirit of self-improvement that is
marked from the first moment of the educational action, without having
to wait to be confronted with dramatic situations, and as a preventive 
action in order to be strengthened in the event that they arise. 

For this reason, we can recognize a significant contribution of the 
experiences narrated in the Forge of Men, through social competencies,
particularly that of learning to learn in failure, that leads to a healthy life for
the subjects active in these experiences. As we have already seen, by being
thrown into the action with more or less experience, young people – 
and today children with whom this lifestyle is still practiced – develop 
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a self-awareness that leads them to accept themselves and others, en-
hance their qualities, become more self-confident, and go out to meet
the needs of others and society. These approaches can be strengthened
by the institutional proposals made by the major bodies; specifically, the
Sustainable Development Goal of Health and Well-being can help to
achieve these goals of mature personality development.

We close these conclusions and the article by returning to the initial
idea of the current difficulties that our society faces in the socio-cultural
sphere. We are committed to the value of forging, little by little, children
and young people in the development of a strong personality, through
methods, strategies, techniques, and lifestyles that promote personal im-
provement in small daily habits, which allow them to assume responsi-
bilities at the psycho-evolutionary level of each one. This will be the best
preparation for living a happy life, in spite of the sometimes traumatic
difficulties. 
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