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Spend some time thinking about someone you 
know to whom you would like to dedicate your 
learning for this workshop.  Keep this person in 
mind during our discussions and activities

DEDICATION



The Landscape of Mental Health Needs
Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, mental health challenges were the 
leading cause of poor life outcomes in young people

Multiple studies, going back several years, estimate that about 1 in 5 
children ages 3 to 17 meet criteria for a mental health disorder 

The rates of students feeling sad or hopeless, considering suicide, or making 
plans to commit suicide have been on the increase since at least 2009



Lack of Access 

Less than half of those with a mental health 
problems receive adequate treatment

Most of those who manage to access help will 
receive it at school 

If students are offered mental health services 
at school, they are much more likely to attend 
sessions



The Impact of the Pandemic
Although some data suggests that rates of depression and anxiety have increased, other 
data suggests that many children have done well during the pandemic.  

Key to doing well are factors such as getting more sleep, spending more time with family, 
flexible schedules, and less academic stress (U.S. Surgeon Generals Advisory, 2021)

Risk factors for worse outcomes include pre-existing mental health problems, grief, social 
isolation, persistent stress, and disruption of routines.



Does counseling 
work?
Psychotherapy with youth works – moderate to 
large effect sizes (Zirkelback & Reese, 2010) 
Four times more effective than no treatment and 
twice as effective as a placebo (Hansen, Lambert, 
& Forman, 2002)

Evidence is not strong for one approach over 
another although active approaches seem more 
effective

Individual therapy may be more effective than 
group therapy. Group therapy for externalizing 
problems is contraindicated (see Fedewa, et. al., 
2015)
Family-based interventions are helpful for 
externalizing problems



How much?
It may be better to start with more 
rather than less treatment

“Periodic checking-in and meeting with 
a student who has mental health 
concerns may not be enough to provide 
improvement in children's outcomes.” 
(Fedewa, et al., 2016)



The early trend in counseling is 
important
Most client change occurs early in therapy rather than later (Howard, Kopte, 
Krause, & Orlinsky, 1986)

The client’s experience of meaningful change in the first few visits, is one of the 
best predictors of later outcome (Garfield, 1994).

Clients who have more severe problems tend to change more and faster but do 
not necessarily end up in with “typical functioning” (Lambert, 2002)



Common Factors of Successful Therapy



Clients themselves 

Personal characteristics 
◦ Chronicity or complexity of problems
◦ Personal resources or strengths
◦ Social support 

Extra-therapeutic events
◦ Unfortunate or fortuitous events (moving, ending or beginning a relationship, joining a sports team, 

getting a job, etc.) 



Relationship
By the third session, the client’s perception of a therapeutic 
bond and agreement between with the counselor about the 
goals and tasks of therapy predicts eventual outcome 
(Bachelor & Horvath, 1999; Hubble, Duncan, Miller, & Wampold, 
2010).



Therapeutic alliance 
The APA Division of Psychotherapy, Task Force on Empirically 
Supported Psychotherapy Relationships describes the relationship 
between therapeutic alliance and the effectiveness of therapy as 
demonstrably effective, their highest standard for evidence 
(Norcross, 2004). 



Hope

Feelings of hope 
before beginning 
counseling

Feelings of hope 
engendered during 
counseling



Models and techniques

Models of change
Techniques that are 
extensions of these 

models



Types of Techniques

Explanations or 
interpretations that 

help clients understand 
their experiences

Activities that produce 
insight, emotional 

experiences, or change 
in behavior 



How techniques are useful

Techniques are useful 
in the context of a 

therapeutic 
relationship (Hubble, 

Duncan & Miller, 1999).

Use techniques that fit 
the client rather than 
trying to make clients 

fit the technique.



Implications of the common factors
Mobilizing clients’ resources and strengths
Focus on the relationship 
Encourage hope by emphasizing possibilities & goals
Match strategies to clients’ theory of change and 
readiness to change



What does this look 
like? 
DEMONSTRATION



Establishing a working 
relationship
MACRO SKILL #1



Why connection is so important

From birth, we are hard wired to connect through the limbic system of 
the brain.  It is how we survive

The support of at least one adult is a key finding in research on 
resilience – relationships “limbic resonance” alter the brain

Connection leads to trust and trust leads to cooperation



Listening carefully: Foundation 
of a working relationship

Empathy
Compassion
Respectful curiosity
An ear for strengths - listen for efforts to cope, 
resources, strengths



Micro Skills 
for expressing 
curiosity

Less active ---------------------------------------------------------More active 

• Attending
• Observing
• Waiting 

patiently 

Voice tone
Minimal 
encouragers
such as 
nodding, 
saying okay, 
sure, yes, 
etc.
Wow!

Echoing 
Paraphrasing 
Summarizing
Open ended 
questions
Complimenting

Normalizing
Pointing out 
inconsistencies



How to structure sessions
Getting started: Introductions, small talk, transitional statement  

Clarifying the problem

Developing solutions - Develop a future focus and/or identify and amplify 
exceptions

Co-createing well formed goals

Giving feedback that matches the client’s level of involvement 



Getting Started
MACRO SKILL #2



Micro skills 
for Getting 
started

Small talk and 
introductions

“Yes set”

Invitation to talk 
about the problem 



Clarifying the problem
MACRO SKILL #3



Clarifying the Problem
Goal is to obtain a concrete problem description

Acknowledge clients’ views of the problem by using their words

Explore how the problem is a “problem.”

Explore attempted solutions



Micro skills for developing a concrete picture of 
the problem
Open-ended questions or conversational prompts yield more 
accurate and detailed responses than more directive questions 
(Cederborg et al., 2000).

Describe a recent time when the problem happened
Three W’s 
◦ What is the problem?
◦ Who is involved? 
◦ To Whom does the problem happen?

Sequence of the problem (A-B-C)



Micro skill: Relationship questions
Relationship bring in the imagined perspective of someone else

In the context of clarifying the problem, you are trying to widen the client’s 
perspective by having them imagine how someone else views the problem

“If I asked Mr. Rodriquez, what would she say about this?”



Micro skill: Explore attempted solutions
What have you done about this so far?
How did those things work?
What have others tried to do for you?
What have other people said you should do but you haven’t 
tried yet?



/

Two doors to solutions

Developing a future 
focus – Hope 

1
Exploring exceptions –
Strengths

2



Developing a future focus: 
Doorway to hope
MACRO SKILL #4



Future focus: Why Focus on What 
Clients Want?
Enhances collaboration and hope 

Elicits the imagination to develop a picture of how life will be when 
the problem is better

Shifts attention to possibilities and goals rather than limitations



Micro skill: The Miracle Question
“Now, I want to ask you a strange question.  Suppose that while you 
are sleeping tonight and the entire house is quiet, a miracle
happens.  The miracle is that the problem which brought you here is 
solved.  However because you are sleeping, you don’t know that the 
miracle happened.  So when you wake up tomorrow morning, what 
will be different that will tell you a miracle has happed and the 
problem that brought you here is solved?”  



Tips
Introduce it as an odd question
Speak slowly, pausing frequently to engage the 
client’s imagination
If possible, narrow the scope of the miracle based on 
information you have gathered about the problem



Micro skill: Other Future-Focused 
Questions
How will you know when things start to get better?
What would need to happen for you to think “it was 
a good idea to see me?”
How would you (feel/act/think) when you don’t have 
to see me anymore?



Encouraging action
Macro skill  #5

Going from dream to goals
“…the next task for the practitioner is to 
open a conversation that transforms abstract 
and vague definitions into a concrete, vivid 
vision of what life will be like when the 
problem is solved.”
DeJong and Berg, 2002 p. 78



Well Formed Goals = action
Describes the presence rather than the absence of 
something 

Concrete - Happens at a specific time and place

The client is doing something 
Describes the beginning or next step rather than 
the long-term outcome



Micro skill: Scaling Questions

Scaling questions help anchor an image and 
make it more concrete
Scaling questions communicate that change 
is possible
Scaling questions are useful with children 
who don’t have much to say



Types of Scaling Questions
Overall life status
Intensity of the problem 
Confidence to carry out an action 
Motivation to carry out an action



Using scaling 
questions to 
formulate the 
next step

Suppose you moved up one 
number on the scale, what 
would be different that 
would tell you that you 
were doing just a little 
better?"



Micro skill: Bring insight into the future 
What is the single most important thing for you to 
remember for…
◦…things to get better 
◦…for you to continue coping with this situation? 



Exceptions: Doorway to 
strengths
MACRO SKILL #6



Exceptions
“It is simpler for clients to repeat already successful 
behavior patterns than it is to try to stop or change 
existing symptomatic or problematic behavior”  (Berg 
1991)



Assumptions 
behind 
exceptions

No problem is a 
“steady state”

Solutions can be 
built from 

unrecognized 
sucesses



Steps to 
mapping 
exceptions 

Elicit Elaborate

Empower



Elicit
Micro skill: Ask directly

Can you think of a time in the past week when you and your 
dad fought less? 
When has the problem been better?
Of all the things you’ve already tried in dealing with this, 
which thing worked best, if only just a little better than the 
others?



Elicit
Micro skill: Relationship questions

Relationship questions, identify a “valuing witness”

How might a good friend finish this sentence about 
you: “This person is really good at…?”



Elicit 
Micro skill: Coping Questions

How come things are not worse?

What keeps you going?

How come you haven’t given up?
Given how tough things are, on a scale from one to ten, how well do 
you think you’re handling this?



Elaborate & Empower 
Micro skills

Reinforce
Compliments
Positive blaming
Projecting into the future - exploring intentions and plans



Elaborate & Empower 
Micro skill: Questions that connect the dots

"How did you decide that was a good idea?“

"How did you know that would help ?“

"How did you figure that out?

“Wow, what difference did that make?”

“The principal says all the teachers have noticed some big improvements.  What 
would you guess they have noticed about you?”



Giving Feedback & Tasks
MACRO SKILL #7



“People are generally better persuaded by the 
reasons which they have themselves discovered 
than by those which have come into the mind of 
others.”  Blaise Pascal



Base suggestions, homework, and tasks on what kind of 
relationship the client has with you and the problem
VISITING

BROWSING

BUYING



Client is visiting
No problem - No goal 

Expresses sympathy for the client’s situation

Acknowledge the client’s point of view – don’t 
argue

Use relationship questions to understand context

Respectfully provide information about 
nonnegotiable requirements

At the end of the session, complement



Suggestions & advice
“Unsolicited advice is the junk mail of life.”

Bernard Williams
Present suggestions or interpretations in a “non-expert” manner 
◦ “I wonder if…”
◦ “Sometimes…”
◦ “I knew someone else someone else who …”



Client is browsing 
Problem - No role in solution

Expresses sympathy for the client’s situation

Acknowledge the client’s point of view – don’t argue

Use relationship questions to understand context  
Respectfully provide information about nonnegotiable requirements

Offer reflection, observation or thinking tasks



Sample reframing tasks
Psychoeducation
Offer an alternative interpretation of the problem
Observe the problem
Offer exception-seeking task
◦ “Pay attention to what is going on in your life that you 

like”
◦ “Pay attention to those times this week when things are 

better”



Client is buying – Customer!
Problem – Goal 
COUNSELOR “SELLS”



Action tasks
Do something different
Invite the problem
In session role plays and practice 
Engage in problem solving 
Teach coping self-talk
Teach relaxation and coping self-talk



Starting the next session: What’s 
Better?
MACRO SKILL #6

DE JONG AND KIM BERG 2002



Things Are Better
Micro skill: Questions that connect the dots

How did you do that?

How did you manage to come up with such a great idea?

What else did you tell yourself that helped you do that?

What will you have to continue to do to get that to happen more?



New problem: Review &Prioritize 
Listen, clarify, get a detailed description

Summarize old and new concerns and ask preference or priority

“Which of these concerns would you like to work on first?”

Before switching to new concerns, check progress on old goals



Vague or Mixed
Summarize previous session
Try to make things more concrete
◦Ask scaling questions, if possible, refer to prior scaling



Same or Worse
Listen sympathetically 

Look for small exceptions like:

How did you manage to not…?”

Normalize disappointment and relapse

“Two steps forward and one step back”

Coping questions



Micro skill: Coping Questions
What keeps you going?

I’m curious, how come things are not worse?

What steps have you taken to prevent things from getting worse?

How come you haven’t given up?

Given how difficult things are, on a scale from one to ten, how well do you think you’re handling 
this?



Scenario #1
Alicia is a 16-year-old girl who is frequently tardy for her early periods and is often absent for 
vague reasons, such as “not feeling well” or “headaches.” She is quiet and well-behaved in her 
classes but rarely raises her hand to answer questions or participate in whole-class discussions.  
Alicia also never asks for help from the teacher, although in some classes, such as math and 
English, she does not seem to understand assignments.   She also reports being fearful of doing 
class presentations.  Alicia has Ds in most of her classes and an F in physical education because 
she avoids dressing.  When her English teacher looked at her cum, it appeared that her grades 
began to drop in middle school.  Later, when her English teacher casually asks her what she is 
going to do during an upcoming weekend, she mentions going out to eat with her family and 
hanging out with her siblings.  When the teacher asks, “Oh, do you see any of your friends?” 
Alicia responds that she doesn’t see anybody other than family members outside of school.  Alicia 
also mentions she was severely bullied as a sophomore, which led to an increase in her 
headaches.    



Scenario #2
Aaron is a 15-year-old high school transgender student who had been hospitalized for threatening to commit 
suicide.  When he came back to school, he only enrolled in four classes because it was difficult for him to 
last an entire day of school.  Aaron reported that he felt too overwhelmed when he tried to make it through a 
full school day.  In class, Aaron seems irritable and cranky.  He snaps at his neighbors in class and doesn’t 
seem to socialize with other students.  Aaron finishes most of his classwork but doesn’t complete much 
homework.  When his health teacher discussed this with him, he said that when he comes home from school, 
he usually goes to bed and sleeps until dinner.  Soon after dinner, he goes to bed and again sleeps until 
morning.   Aaron tells his health teacher that he used to enjoy hanging out with friends and playing soccer 
but no longer enjoys those things and “doesn’t see the point.” He is currently earning a D, two Fs, and one C 
in his four classes.   
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