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“An indisputable classic in the field—newly updated and more relevant than ever! This book should be read by everyone who works in schools.”

Anne Hearon Rambo, professor/director of M.S. Graduate Certificate and Undergraduate Programs, co-author of Doing Well while Doing Good




“As Dr. Metcalf says in her introductory note, using the solution focused approach with students and young people isn’t just the application of certain tools such as the Miracle Question but about ‘honoring the goodness in people’ and this attitude informs everything she writes. On practically every page we are treated to fascinating examples of work in schools that clearly demonstrate how we can maintain our hope and respect for our students regardless of the extent of their problems. Dr. Metcalf also puts considerable emphasis on systemic thinking (‘always, always, always involve the system!’), a valuable reminder as to the importance of connecting with teachers and parents. This excellent book will be of great value to everyone working in the field of education.”

Harvey Ratner, BRIEF, London, co-author of Solution Focused Brief Therapy: 100 Key Points and Techniques and Solution Focused Practice in Schools: 80 Ideas and Strategies






Counseling Toward Solutions

This book provides a solution-focused approach to working alongside students, parents, and teachers that decreases misbehaviors, encourages mental health and growth mindset in students, and provides social emotional learning opportunities.

Grounded in the notion that focusing on problems often leads to frustration when tried and true remedies fail, the book provides an efficient and simple three-step approach to having solution-focused conversations with students, parents, and in response to intervention (RTI) and team meetings. This systemic approach enlists the client rather than the counselor to conjure a preferred plan for success, consequently reducing future counseling visits and promoting independent success in students. Each chapter includes a specific topic that was developed from the issues and situations faced by school counselors today, including consideration for working with all students, including LGBTQ students, and those with traumatic experiences or substance abuse.

Complete with specific dialogues for students of all ages, and case studies, this text provides school counselors with a road map to looking beyond problems and seeking solutions with students, creating grit and resilience.

Linda Metcalf, MEd, PhD, is the director of Graduate Counseling Programs at Texas Wesleyan University. She is the author of 11 books and an international presenter on using the solution-focused approach in schools. She is a former middle school teacher and school counselor.
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To educators everywhere, remember that the words you say to students will stay with them for a lifetime … say them with empathy and kindness.

To my husband, Roger and our grown children, Roger, Kelli and Ryan, you are still my inspiration.
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About This Book

As the world and schools have evolved, so has this book evolved. In this third, revised edition, readers will find the same practical and simple explanations about what it means to become a solution-focused school counselor, but with the addition of new material on important issues.

Since the publication of the second edition, there have been school tragedies that have robbed students, parents and teachers of feeling secure in the classroom. The emergence of school violence has caused everyone in our country to take pause and wonder desperately: “why is this happening?” Social media has become a hallmark in the lives of everyone on a school campus and while many of the opportunities associated with social media have been positive, there have also been challenges. For students dealing with mental health issues, previous, healthier coping mechanisms have morphed into isolative, dangerous ones, leaving school counselors overwhelmed with questions and few answers for teachers and parents.

Yet, in spite of these current challenges, I think it is vital to see the strengths of today’s students, teachers and school counselors as they navigate today’s schools. Students are still growing, developing into creative generations that will push progress toward incredible outcomes. Instead of spending lots of time pondering over “why” things have been happening it seems more important to identify the missing links that can connect us together in communities that relate, respect and engage with each other.

You may notice the term, “school client” is used interchangeably with the words “student, teachers or parents.” That is due to the similarities of using the model with everyone involved in the schools. Additionally, I have added narrative therapy into the book, a result of my integration of the two models, resulting in a new model, solution focused narrative therapy (Metcalf, 2017).

No matter where you work in schools or who your students are, the ideas in this book will provide a launching pad for making things better for all of you. The approach is about honoring the goodness in people, the successes that occur spontaneously at times and being curious about how, systemically, those successes occur

With deep affection for you, your students, parents and school communities all over the world, I invite you to read this book and begin to feel that sigh of relief so that your day is filled with possibilities rather than distress.
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Foreword

If you are a teacher, school administrator, or school counselor/psychologist, you probably remember the sense of excitement you had when you first decided to pursue your career. For some of you, it was a teacher who touched something inside you that inspired your choice. For others, it was a sense that you had something you could contribute to children, and this was a way to do it. But as you acquired more education, training, or experience, some of you might have lost touch with that original excitement or sense of possibility. You may even have become cynical and decided that kids were more unmotivated than you initially thought or that parents weren’t that interested in their children’s education or that school personnel were being asked to fix society’s problems.

This book by Linda Metcalf is a powerful way to reconnect with your sense of energy and possibilities even in the face of serious challenges in schools. Reading this book can be like a massive injection of vitamins and minerals, full of hope and solutions for you.

Without minimizing the serious problems teachers, school counselors/psychologists, parents, and students face in today’s schools, she gives a practical road map for rapidly solving these problems. This road map doesn’t require massive infusions of federal funding or new students or any other pie-in-the-sky solutions. Instead, it relies on strengths and resources that are already available and dormant within students, parents, and the school.

A revolution is going on in the mental health field, which has for so long been a mental illness field. We are finally focusing on health. We have seen dramatic and moving changes in the people we counsel with the techniques and philosophies explored in this book. School is a natural place to use these ideas. Teachers, administrators, and school counselors/psychologists don’t have time to do psychoanalysis with troubled students. Brief, pragmatic, and effective interventions are required. This book has more of those than you need. I got so excited when I read this book that I requested a copy for my son’s third-grade teacher and the new principal of his school. I’ll bet you’ll get so excited; you’ll end up buying and recommending this book to your friends and colleagues. But here’s a warning: this book could be dangerous to your sense of burnout and discouragement. Reading it could cause persistent episodes of hope and enthusiasm in you and your students. Now you’ve been warned. Proceed at your own risk.

Bill O’Hanlon, MS, 1995





Part I

Basics Behind the Approach





1 Learning to Think With a Solution Focus

When I first met Nate, two weeks into the new school year, I saw a very anxious 15-year-old who was refusing to attend school. His father, a single parent, accompanied him to the session and was very concerned about Nate’s school attendance. While I never ask why a client comes to counseling, Nate’s father was so distraught that he blurted out his concerns immediately and talked nonstop for 20 minutes about many factors that he believed had caused his son to refuse going to school. He had a lot of theories: his job, Nate’s mother’s departure, social media, and more. He was desperately concerned that Nate’s anxiety kept him not only from school but from having friends and getting out of the house. After listening to Nate’s father, I thanked him for the information and asked them both what their best hopes were for the session:




	Nate:
	I want to go to school but I get this anxiety that makes me so nauseous, from the time I wake up. It won’t go away. I try to go but I can’t seem to get out of the car.



	Father:
	I want the best for him and to me, the best is for him to attend a school with other students his age. I homeschooled him last year after we had this same issue come up in September. He seemed good with staying at home. But in the spring, we visited a private school that only has about 300 students in the high school and he liked it. But here we are again, with him not being able to go to school.





[image: Boy laying down on a bed.]


Go Slow to Be Brief

When school clients (students, teachers or parents) come into my office as distressed as Nate and his father, it is important at first to allow the school clients to feel heard. It has been my experience that sometimes school clients seem to need some time to talk about their concerns and recognize how the issue that brought them to therapy has intruded in their lives. This new addition to my solution-focused work is from narrative therapy, created by White and Epston (1990). Its addition seems to add a rich dialogue to conversations, especially when school clients are upset and not open to talking about a preferred future, yet. This addition to the approach, which I now refer to as solution-focused narrative therapy (Metcalf, 2017) also helps the school client to get a new view of the problem … that it is not he who is the problem … the problem is the problem. This is referred to as externalizing the problem, which allows the school client to step back and away from the issue, examine it and create a plan of action to defeat it.

So, together, Nate and I talked about the ways that the anxiety was robbing him of his desire to go to school. I made a long list which included the following:

The Anxiety:


1 Kept him from attending school

2 Robbed him of friends

3 Made him sleep too much at home

4 Kept him from talking to his father

5 Made him behind in his schoolwork

6 Isolated him

7 Made him feel badly about himself

8 Upset his father


Once the list was composed, I asked what their best hopes were, and the father said that his best hope was that Nate would attend school. Nate wanted the anxiety to stop happening. I then asked about times when Nate was able to stand up to the anxiety and go to school:




	Nate:
	During elementary school it was better. I was a little anxious, but the teachers took time with me and things weren’t so busy in the hallways. That’s really what makes me anxious. Once I got into a routine, it got better, and I made it through the year. Seventh grade was okay too. This year, I did go to the new school for two days.



	LM:
	Really? How did you make it those two days?



	Nate:
	There is this coach. He teaches history and he’s really, really interesting. I like his class. My English class was okay too. It’s at the end of a hallway and it’s quiet down the hallway. Not many kids. She’s really nice. She just lets us come in and start reading so that’s good.



	Father:
	I agree that elementary school was better. He can be a little shy sometimes but once he warms up to people he does well. I think I was different then too, because I made him go. His mother had just left us, and Nate had to go to school because I didn’t have the flexible job I have now to homeschool him. I’m glad to hear that there are two classes that he likes.





I asked Nate to scale where he was in regard to the anxiety, taking him over when he came in that day, using a scale of 1–10, with a 10 meaning anxiety was completely taking him over. He replied that the anxiety was at a 9. I asked how our conversation had possibly helped to lower the anxiety. He said it was then about an 8. We then discussed how he could go to school the next day and continue to stand up to the anxiety. He discussed taking breaks in the classroom, which were already set up by the school counselor. His father said he could be more insistent with Nate in the morning.

The next day, which was a Friday, I called to check to see how things had gone. His father answered and said things did not go well that morning. Nate refused to get up and get in the car. I then suggested that we try to meet on Monday with Nate’s teachers, early, before the classes began. I asked Nate’s father to call the school and arrange a meeting for all of Nate’s teachers, his school counselor and principal to meet for 20–30 minutes. I then asked his father to tell Nate that he only needed to go to school on Monday for a short time, for the meeting.



A Solution-Focused Conversation for School Refusal

The meeting on Monday was initially challenging for Nate. He did come into the school with his father, reluctantly, but when I approached him, he was physically trembling. He said he hoped he did not throw up in the meeting. I assured him that I would not ask much of him in the meeting and that I only wanted him to listen.

[image: Male teacher and student.]

My plan for the meeting was to use a solution-focused conversation process consisting of three steps:


1 Identify the best hopes of everyone present, including Nate, his parent, teacher and administrator.

2 Develop together a preferred future, described by Nate’s teachers, parent and Nate.

3 Discuss exceptions with the teachers, or, times when Nate seemed more comfortable in school.


When I greeted the teachers, I thanked them for their time and said that I had permission to talk to them about Nate and began by saying that I was interested in what their best hopes were for Nate. Even though they had only had him in their classes twice, I always like beginning conversations such as these with this viewpoint. It immediately takes us to destination building, which is essential in the solution-focused approach. Talking about the problems takes things sideways and often backwards. Talking about where we want to go propels us all forward with a clearer mindset toward building solutions together.

Nate was not in the room at that point. Often, when I make school visits for my school clients, I meet teachers first, to give me a sense of where they are with a student. Some students may have been disrespectful to teachers, and I always want to give teachers time to vent if needed and discuss what they would like to see happen. In other words, they become my school clients too. I wait until I sense that the conversation can become solution building, which includes what the teachers need as well as the student. Sometimes, it takes a while longer, but since the student comes in toward the middle of the meeting, it is essential to set the climate up in a solution-focused manner.

Fortunately, Nate’s teachers responded to my initial question of “What are your best hopes for Nate?” well. They were quite positive in their remarks. I noticed though, that the coach spoke more. He described Nate as a student who seemed to be interested in his class which was a plus for him as a teacher. He said he liked Nate and noticed that he was sometimes nervous. At this point, with everyone having their turn to talk, I invited Nate into the meeting with his father. Nate was nervous.

At that point, I again asked the teachers to start off with their best hopes and impressions of Nate, which included helping him feel comfortable in class. Several of them were very friendly and supportive. The coach said “Hey, you know, I am always in the hallway keeping things running smoothly. If you ever need to talk or just hang out with me, no worries! Just walk up to me.”

Next, the English teacher spoke up and said, “I usually see you fairly calm in my classroom. You are always polite and get right into your reading. I think my class being at the end of the hallway is helpful to you, right?” Nate nodded. “I thought so. I like a calm classroom too,” she said.

As the meeting continued, some of the other teachers jumped in with things such as: “I eat lunch in my classroom each day; you are welcome to join me. My son once had similar concerns, so I get it!” The school counselor suggested that anytime he felt anxious he could certainly come to her office to sit on her couch and hangout until he felt better. The principal was supportive in giving him some tasks to do in the office early in the morning so he could get comfortable before going to class. The meeting in all was quite a surprise to Nate, who sat rather stunned at what he was hearing. Before the meeting was over, I asked Nate, to scale for everyone where he was at that point. He said “At first when I came in here, I was really, really anxious, probably a 10. Now I am at an 8.”

When I left the meeting that day, I thanked the teachers and mentioned to Nate to just try to make it through the morning. He nodded and then walked off with the principal who was talking to him.

At a follow up meeting two weeks later, Nate shared that he had been to school every day since the meeting except for one day when he had a doctor’s appointment. He smiled throughout our session and told me that he had eaten lunch with the teacher who offered that option to him for several days but after that, he decided to go to the cafeteria where he continued to eat for the rest of the time with friends. He then said his new friends wanted him to try out for football and he was thinking about it. When I asked him about the meeting we had at school, he smiled and responded: “Well, it was really different…it was good.”

A month later, I called the school to check on Nate. The principal said at that very moment he was working with some other students in the hallway, putting up decorations for a dance. He was coming to school regularly, seemed quite happy, engaged and was doing well academically.

[image: Student running.]



The Helpfulness of Using a Systemic Approach

This first case illustrates a very different way of approaching school refusal. It illustrates the way students can be perceived and assisted with a solution-focused approach. If Nate had seen a problem-focused counselor individually, he might have made progress in understanding his anxiety and might have recognized how it was holding him back. A counselor seeing him on his own certainly could have provided some coping mechanisms for when he was the most anxious and if things worsened, even referred him to a psychiatrist for medication. These measures are typical treatments of situations such as school refusal, where professionals apply researched interventions that are said to work to the individual needing help.

Yet, the solution-focused approach provides another avenue for resolution, and when the system is involved, such as Nate’s teachers, everyone in the system has the chance to learn what would be helpful to Nate and then join together to escalate change. In this case, there were no meetings where staff brainstormed how to help Nate. Instead, Nate’s input from the “exceptions,” or, times when things were slightly better, gave me and the teachers the clues to the solutions Nate needed. The teachers’ job and my job then became one of simply listening and recognizing that the exceptions could become new strategies to help Nate. Since the staff agreed to try out the strategies, Nate received consistent support and change was easier and, long lasting.



An Elementary Student Makes Her Mark!

Across town on that same morning, an elementary school counselor was meeting with a parent who had called her late on Tuesday afternoon and was very upset. The parent had told the school counselor that her daughter’s teacher had sent a note home with her daughter describing how she was not working up to her potential. Apparently, the daughter had always done well in school, and now the mother was frantic. She admitted that there had been changes with her daughter recently. She was having stomachaches in the morning and complaining about school in the evening. The conversation started as follows:


SCHOOL COUNSELOR: What can we talk about today that would be helpful to you?

MOTHER: Somehow, I have to figure out what’s going on with Megan. This has never happened to her before. She has always been such a good student.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: How will that help you?

MOTHER: I guess if I know what’s behind this, I can help her.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: You mentioned that you have never had this problem before. Take me back to a time when this problem was much smaller or didn’t happen at all.

MOTHER: Well, she attended a different school last year. We moved to a different neighborhood during the summer, and I had thought things were working out. She did have trouble making friends at first, but now she plays with the other children quite well in the neighborhood.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: How about at school last year? What was different in any way that made it better?

MOTHER: I didn’t work last year. When we moved, I took a part-time job in the evening to help with the new house payment. Now her stepdad helps her with her homework. Come to think of it, she did better when I helped her with her homework. Her teacher was different last year too. Megan needs to be prompted rather often. She is bright and will do the work for you if she gets praise and encouragement. She needs help to stay on task because she has a tendency to daydream. A few times this year, she has told me that her teacher rarely asked her if she needed help. Megan tends to be shy, and if she doesn’t understand the work, she will just stop doing it.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: So, when you helped Megan with her homework, how did that make a difference?

MOTHER: We did it early in the evening and when she completed it, we would watch a movie together before bedtime. We had a routine. With my working now, I’m not sure that the routine is in place.

[image: Student with sign that says “Notice when school works…”.]

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: And you said that when her teacher prompted her, that made a difference.

MOTHER: Yes.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: I know Megan’s teacher rather well, and I would like to share your suggestions with her. Would that be all right with you?

MOTHER: Absolutely.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: Would it also be all right if I went to get Megan out of class for just a few minutes so that we could talk with her?

MOTHER: Sure.

 

The school counselor went to get Megan from her classroom. She told the teacher that she had been talking with Megan’s mother and that she needed to speak with Megan briefly. Together, Megan and the school counselor walked back to the meeting room where her mom was waiting.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: Hi, Megan. It’s good to see you. Your mother and I have been talking this morning about how things are going here at school. Your mother told me some ideas that I would like to share with your teacher, and I wanted you to know about them first.

MEGAN: Okay.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: Your mother said that last year, your teacher helped you differently than your teacher this year is. Can you tell me what she did?

MEGAN: Well, we had these bookmarks that we had made, and if we had a question, we were supposed to put them on our desks, and she would see it and then come help us. She was really nice. I liked her.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: Your mother mentioned that you did your homework with her last year. Is that right?

MEGAN: Yes, but she works now to get money.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: If you could teach your stepdad to help you like your mother did, what would you teach him?

MEGAN: (smiling) Me teach him? Well, we would have to do homework at the same time each night because sometimes he forgets until it’s almost time for bed, and sometimes I forget what my homework is.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: All right. And what would you be willing to do in return for your teacher if she tries to help you more in class just for this week?

MEGAN: I would be really good. I might not talk as much. Sometimes I talk when she is talking.

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: Would there be a better place for you to sit in class to help you do that?

MEGAN: Last year I sat up in front next to the blackboard. That is where she wrote the homework assignments down, and I would always remember to write them down that way.

[image: Teacher reading a card.]

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: Okay. You have both given me some great ideas. Megan, it sounds like it might help if you and your mother could work with your stepdad on a time to do homework. When I walk you back to class this morning, I would like to share with your teacher what worked for you last year. Would that be all right with you?

MEGAN: Yes.

MOTHER: That would be great.


Megan and the school counselor walked down to her classroom and spoke with Megan’s teacher briefly in the hallway. The teacher was told that the school counselor was working with both Megan and her mother to help get Megan back on track with her schoolwork. The school counselor shared the ideas that both Megan and her mother had told her about the classroom that Megan was in last year. The teacher was receptive but unsure how to use a signal like the bookmark. Megan said that she would try and come up with something. The teacher was also told that Megan was going to try to behave more in class in response to the teacher’s helping her more in class. The teacher was surprised that she had not been helping Megan enough. The school counselor thanked both Megan and the teacher and promised to check in with both of them the next day. On Thursday, the school counselor sent Megan a note:


Dear Megan,

It was nice to visit with you and your mother yesterday. I learned a lot from you both. I learned that when you get the help you need in class, you do extremely well. I appreciated the way that you volunteered to help your teacher come up with a way to get her attention when you need help. I look forward to seeing your idea when I visit with you on Friday.

Warmly,

Ms. Johnson, School Counselor



On Friday, Megan’s teacher came to see the school counselor to compliment her on Megan’s new enthusiasm in class. She said that Megan had made a bookmark for her language arts book out of some magazines that the teacher had used in an art project. When several of the other students saw Megan’s bookmark, they asked to make one too. The teacher asked Megan to show everyone how she made the bookmark, which instantly resulted in her getting along better with her classmates. Megan’s mother spoke with her husband about a consistent time for homework and chose to call Megan each evening from work when she started her homework, which served as a reminder for her stepdad too. Megan’s grades improved, and so did her behavior. The teacher still uses the bookmark idea each year.



The Ripple Effect

Creating a “ripple effect” by involving the system (teachers, parents, administrators and students) in the solution-focused conversation has been one of the most rewarding experiences I have ever had when working with students, teachers and parents in schools. Typically, school counselors and administrators try desperately to create interventions or consequences to affect the behavior and academic success of students. They follow the rules and policies, try to be consistent and yet, some students still don’t change. School counselors talk to students and try their absolute best to help the student be more successful. Afterwards, the student usually feels better and goes off to class. The problem is, they go back to the class where many times, it was the system in that class that helped to create and maintain the problem. This is not to say the teacher creates the problem, but perhaps the interactions between everyone in the classroom might be the culprits that sustained the problem. When that occurs, the student walks back into the same context and the chances are that the problem will reoccur. Those students then get referred again and become what many school counselors refer to as, “frequent flyers.”

By involving the system in meetings such as Nate’s and Megan’s, the context changes, and thus, the opportunity for the problem to resurface decreases. I was very fortunate that Nate’s teachers were interested in assisting Nate. This is not always the case when teachers are burned out by a student. In those meetings, which I have certainly witnessed and been involved with, it takes time to understand the teachers’ concerns too. They too, become my school client and deserve my time and respect. And, here’s a tip: When working in a high school as a school counselor, I learned soon, the importance of always saying to teachers first, “I work for you too…I want you to have the classroom that you want.” That has seemed to earn me buy in when I needed to talk to a student or, when I returned a student to the teacher’s classroom. And, it was true. My job was to engage and assist everyone in the school.



Using the Wrong Glasses to See Students Can Make You Blind

I recall a day as a young teacher,, in the mid-1970s, when I sat in the teachers’ lounge, listening to the teachers describe the negative behaviors of their middle school students. I, too, had begun experiencing frustration, and asked some of the teachers for help or advice. I received many empathetic statements such as, “Yes, he’s in my class and he’s a terror there, too,” and, “Her mother has refused to answer my phone calls—one of those families.” Their answers were not helpful and instead, seemed harmful to me. While I am certain these statements were meant to be supportive to me, they offered me little help.

[image: Student looking into a magnifying glass.]

Fortunately, I recalled a professor from one of my education classes in college who once stated to our class that the most helpful thing teachers, could do for themselves and their students was to stay out of the teachers’ lounge! If not, they would become prejudiced against their own students! With this in mind and frustrated that I was not getting anywhere talking to equally frustrated teachers, I retreated to my art classroom on a regular basis with another young teacher for lunch and conference periods. We soon found that our more positive conversations at lunchtime were refreshing as we talked about students we liked, students who were puzzling and interesting lesson plans. I noticed how almost immediately I began to feel differently about my students without the labeling I was hearing from fellow teachers. Thereafter, I also noticed how the students reacted more positively to me when I knew less about their behaviors in other classes. I stayed in that middle school for eight years and found my time there quite rewarding, after I escaped from the teachers’ lounge.

Teachers, school counselors and administrators who are in the trenches know that students today deal with issues that leave even the most experienced educator lost for answers. There are grandparents rearing their grandchildren while their son or daughter is incarcerated. Financial worries push parents to work overtime, leaving little time for families to concentrate on school. Walking into a school, it is easy to see the things that are not working. When a teacher refers a student to the school counselor, it’s usually with a list of complaints. Schools have become so focused on problematic behaviors and situations they have lost sight of times when things are working. The climate itself has become conducive to a negative discourse. That makes using a new lens quite difficult.
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Nate could have been given a diagnosis of depression, anxiety and school refusal. By not stepping into problematic thinking or language, we were able to sidestep the anxiety and create a context where Nate and his teachers could see him differently. Not once in our conference at school that day did I mention any diagnosis or problems. Instead, we focused on a “preferred future” where school refusal had little chance of reoccurring. Those glasses helped us all to clearly see a preferred future for Nate. And, it was a preferred future that Nate described to us all. We just needed to listen.



The Solution-Focused Approach Is a Mindset–Make It Yours!

The approach in this book intends to guide you toward learning from your school clients what their best hopes are, what their preferred futures look like and noticing times when things go slightly better for students. These three simple steps will help you to amplify those preferred times into more of the same. But, like all new approaches, this one seems simpler than it is! One way to begin seeing the rewards of looking for times when things are slightly better in students, teachers and parents, is to begin identifying your own personal competencies. That makes the solution-focused model a part of your life and creates the mindset! So, consider these questions:


“When you think about your week, yesterday, or today, what went slightly better than usual?”

“As a result of what went well, what were you able to do that you felt good about?”

“What did others notice about you as you did those things?”

“As a result of them noticing, and possibly remarking to you, how did that make a difference for you?”

“When you plan next week, which of those instances might you include?”



Don’t feel badly if you cannot recall at once what went better! It takes time to answer these questions because when life goes smoothly, we mostly breathe a sigh of relief or just enjoy it. We rarely think:


“Wow, how did I make this happen?”

“What part did I play in Joshua doing so well on this activity?”

“How did I get this good result?”



But thinking differently about what we do in our schools and our classrooms means looking for the times when the problems occur less frequently and thinking about what we are doing that contributed to the success. We are big contributors to the outcome. Problems are relational and are sustained by relational interactions. In the same way, solutions occur within relational contexts, too.

This way of thinking changes the context of the problem from:


“Josie, you’re angry again; get some control” to:

“Josie, the anger seems to be in control again. How can you take it over, like you did yesterday?”



It takes noticing when Charlie sits in his seat, if only for five minutes, while other students are running around the room. It takes noticing that Cassie stayed on task slightly longer today, even though Jonathan was bothering her. It may mean noticing that a poem in English class stirred a high school junior to ask a question for the first time that week. Finding out what happened during those slightly successful times gives us clues to re-creating those times. That is the essence of the solution-focused approach! Doing something different will usually result in a different outcome. But, how can you get to a point where you know how to do something different? You start with seeing yourself differently. So, sit back and think about a current school dilemma that you might have. Then, imagine that the room you are in is filled with people who love and appreciate you. Add in some of the students who like talking to you and the teachers and staff in the building that depend on you. Then, do the exercise on the next page.

[image: Teacher with arms spread wide, smiling.]


At Your Best

When you are at your very, very best as a school counselor, what are you doing?

What would your students say you are doing?

What would your staff and teachers say you are doing?

How do you do the things they say are so valuable?

What are you believing about yourself that drives you to do those things?

What difference does it make for you to be at your very, very best?

(At Your Best exercise developed from Iveson, George, & Ratner, 2016)




At Your Best versus at Your Worst? No Contest

This exercise has just taken you through a short solution focused process. The same questions can be asked of absolutely everyone you encounter in your school life. It is an exercise in strengths and abilities and can be used with your staff, your students and parents with a little word substitution! Notice how from the very first question, the focus is on when you have done well, rather than what problem is occurring. I must add that this first question is often the hardest, especially since students are simply not used to being asking when things went well. They are used to being told when things don’t go well. Chances are, you will get a lot of “I don’t know’s” at first. Hang in there! Do not, do not fill in the blank for them or suggest anything. There may be silence. Let it be. Wait, and say “I don’t know either, but let’s keep thinking.” Eventually, the student may answer. If not, let the student know that it is hard sometimes to recall when things went better and that you would like them to just think about that question for a while. Send them back to class and later, check in again. There is always an exception. Here are some other hints for helping students recall times when things were better:


“Tell me, what would your best friend, or favorite relative say you are doing when you are at your very best?”

“What might your pet see you do when you are at your very best at home?”



These questions are sometimes easier to talk about, as that way, the student looks through the eyes of others in their life and can conjure up some answers.



Suspend All Assumptions and Take a Break

[image: Girl student with ”normal” on her shirt.]

The solution focused ideas in this book will contain suggestions for simplifying interactions between you and students. So, begin suspending your thoughts about needing to solve every problem of every student, teacher, parent, and administrator who walks through your door. First, you cannot possibly do that, and second, if you did, you would teach them that they needed you to solve their problems again in the future. That’s not only overwhelming for you but unfair to them. Think how much better you will feel when you begin helping students to solve their own problems and they leave your office realizing that they had the tools all along. They will grow, become more successful, and begin believing in themselves for a change. This is Social Emotional Learning at its best! By using different tools from this approach to free your students, teachers, and parents from their problems, they will see themselves as competent, many for the first time. As for the tools? The students and teachers will show you which ones work for them. You will merely have to start asking the right questions. The next two cases illustrate how.



It’s the Locker’s Fault, Ma’am

A very energetic seventh-grade boy once told me that his failure to turn in many homework assignments caused his grades to stay below the passing level. During one of our sessions, he said that he did well in the classes where he sat in the front row. In response to this comment, I suggested that he and his parents request a seating change for the remaining classes. But there was more. I asked him, “Tell me more about what else helps you to turn in your homework.”

He said that what really mattered the most was where the classroom was located. I was confused, so he explained that he turned in some assignments when he put his homework in the class textbook and then took the textbook to class. (This was when students actually had assigned books!)

Unfortunately, he said he could do so only when his books were in his locker and were near certain classrooms. If the locker was far from his classroom, he did not have time to get his work from his locker and turn it in. He said that he had never been one for using an organizer much to his parents’ dismay, because he found it to be too much trouble. But after the conversation and observation about the locker, he turned to me in the session and said, “I think I know what to do…I just need to put my homework in each of my books and carry all of my books to class in my athletic bag.”

Although this solution would not have occurred to me, it worked well for him. His teachers called his parents to report his improvement in turning in his homework. And as for the student, he developed some great muscle tone!

[image: Lock and key.]



Get through the Day without Crying

Susie Peters, a fifth-grade teacher specializing in English as a Second Language (ESL), came to therapy as a last resort before she resigned her teaching position. She had taught for twenty years in another city and had recently taken a job at an inner-city school. She told me she was experiencing a depression that affected her so deeply that merely walking into the school building in the morning caused her to burst into tears at the sight of her students. The students, a majority of whom were dealing with severe problems at home such as neglect, abuse, poverty, and little supervision, would react violently in the classroom toward Ms. Peters when she tried to discipline them with conventional discipline plans set by the district. She had spoken to the principal but received little support except for empathizing.

I began the first session by asking Ms. Peters what her best hopes were, and she said she just wanted to get through the day without crying. When school clients give an answer to the best hopes question that is what they do NOT want, it is important to turn that into what they DO want. So, I asked her:


“So, to get through the day without crying, how would you rather things go?” and she said, “I could reach students and see them respond.”



I then asked how she had been able to stay in teaching for 20 years in what I considered to be a challenging teaching position. She responded modestly, saying that she was a good teacher who loved her profession. There had been students over the years who had made it a rewarding career. She said that was the difficult part, for these students were not all difficult. I asked about the students she found less difficult and how she had made it in her current position for the past five months in spite of the difficulties. She responded that there had always been one class in the morning at 10:00 A.M. that she looked forward to. The children in that class could not read when she began teaching them, and now they were progressing. Many of them were adolescents, and since they were nearing an age to drive a car, she had taught them to read a driver’s license test booklet since she knew that subject would keep their interest.

She began to smile as she told me of one boy whom other teachers found very violent. She said initially she often placed her hand on his shoulder, and he would wince. Now she could place her hand on his hand, and he smiled at her. I commended her spirit and caring for her students and her practical approach to gaining their interest in reading.

As the session ended, I asked her to do only one task until I met with her again: “During the next week, I would like you to look at your students differently. Instead of seeing them as resisting you and fighting you, I would like you to see them as needing you but not knowing how to relate their needs to you. I’d like you to pick one student this week and do what you did for the student you told me about. I am asking you to do this for yourself, not just the student, because I can see the joy you receive when you touch a student and make a difference. It seems to work for you. Your smile told me so.”

Reluctantly, Ms. Peters said she would try but did not expect to really do it. I told her I realized that this was a tremendous task for someone as sad as she described herself. This realization prompted me to write her a note, which I often do for students and school clients. I mailed it to her the same day after the session:


Dear Susie,

I enjoyed meeting with you very much today. As I mentioned to you, I hold a special feeling for teachers, having been one for ten years. I admired your desire to talk to me about things that were bothering you at school and also your need to have better experiences in your classroom. This week I hope you will look at your students differently. I have a feeling that the magic you worked with [student name] made a tremendous difference in your life as a teacher. My hope for you this week is that you will do this for yourself once again with another student. I look forward to hearing about it!

Sincerely, Linda Metcalf



Merely focusing on Ms. Peters’ problems would have done little to rid her of the frustrations and sadness she was experiencing. Since she conveyed that she wanted relief from her depression and get through the day without crying, it was more helpful to focus on her successes and help her fondly reminisce on times when she did not cry. It was important that Ms. Peters to recall her teaching successes at a time when she felt there was little current success. She needed a reminder that she was indeed a teacher who made a difference, even in her current situation. More important, her goal was to “get through the day without crying,” so that is the direction we moved toward. If I had appealed to her that her students needed her and that she must give more of herself and put aside her feelings, I would not have honored her goal.

The task for Ms. Peters was also designed from her previous successes so they were easier for her to think about doing. I make it a point when using solution focused ideas to never to ask a client to do something he or she has not done before. This means I always connect the task to a similar successful action the person has taken previously. For example, Ms. Peters was successful with a student who often experienced violent situations. In short, I cooperated with her goal. Steve de Shazer, one of the founders of the solution focused approach, mentioned in his many writings that cooperating lessens resistance and encourages success.

One week later, Ms. Peters returned to therapy, smiling and reporting that her students had been better that week. She thanked me for the note, commented on my taking the time to write her, and mentioned how much that had meant to her. She also said that she was uncertain if she would have followed through with the task if I had not sent the note. She said she realized now that she had just been “thinking too negatively about the kids.” I complimented her on this discovery. From that point on, she turned our conversations to other issues of concern in her life.

[image: Student smiling.]



Discovering Together!

The solution focused approach presented in this book offers a different way of thinking about school problems and assists both educators and counselors in discovering solutions through exceptions, times when the problem occurred slightly less. The ideas in this book will integrate the solution focused approach with narrative therapy, encouraging at times, for the student, parent, or teacher to step outside the problem for a moment and observe the influence of the problem on his or her life. From this observation and from identifying times when the problem is in less control, the student and teacher are able to develop new tasks so that they are in more control of the problem, rather than the problem controlling them.



Guidelines for Using the Solution-Focused Approach in Schools

In our current world, empathy and engagement are vital to sustaining the mental health of our students, and our teachers.

[image: Binoculars.]

Listening with a solution focused ear has proven to me over the years to be so successful that I cannot imagine working any other way. The need for empathy, suspending beliefs about students and parents and finding a way to engage relationally presents many more possibilities for peaceful and safe classrooms than any other approach I have found. This does not mean we suspend expectations and policies. Not at all. It does mean that by developing relationships, enforcing such policies can be carried out with more cooperation between all parties, because the focus is about better outcomes instead of giving threats. The following guidelines are ways to develop a solution focused school climate. I adapted these guidelines from the work of William Hudson O’Hanlon and Michele Weiner- Davis, authors of In Search of Solutions (1989) and, from the work of Michael White and David Epston, authors of Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends (1990)


1 Using a Nonpathological Approach Makes Problems Solvable

The term, redescription, comes from narrative therapy and the work of White and Epston (1990). Both Epston and White found that how a person viewed himself or herself was directly related to their actions. So, when we take a diagnosis/label such as depression, and redescribe it as sadness, the pathology seems less intense. Often, educators get stuck when traditional strategies don’t work with a student. They begin to think the problem is worse than they thought, after all, the strategies typically work, right? By redescribing a diagnosis into a more normalizing label, educators become less stuck, hope is lifted and new possibilities for strategies and actions develop.

For example, the middle school boy who tends to be “oppositional and defiant,” becomes a boy who “is assertive and in need of speaking his mind.” This may lead a teacher to pull him aside before class begins, share her new view of him and give him time to provide his opinion more often in class, if he behaves appropriately. That engagement with the boy, which is quite different than the continuous threats of referral will go much farther for several reasons. First, the boy will begin seeing the teacher differently and that automatically triggers new responses from him. Second, being given what he needs in the classroom as long as he also respects what the teacher needs, changes his actions toward the teacher. I have countless cases where teachers did this and reported to me that they were amazed with the effectiveness of “doing something different.” All they really did was relate to the student differently.

[image: Student standing on his hands saying ”how did you do that?”]



2 Always Let the Student Define the Goal

While educators absolutely know what needs to happen academically for students to be successful, too often, students are left out of the planning and strategizing and that can cause resistance. Resistant students are typically cast aside as unmotivated. Additionally, when students are simply told how to be successful, they become dependent on the expertise of the teachers who already have many other students to help. As a result, socially and emotionally, our students lack confidence in themselves and how to build solutions for social and emotional situations and educators are overworked. The technique builds dependency, not competency. That is the opposite of Social Emotional Learning goals.

Imagine how much better it was for a student such as Nate, to be given opportunities to solve his anxiety issue, which was his goal.
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