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2

They that won’t be counseled can’t be helped. Without continual growth and 
progress, such words as improvement, achievement, and success have no meaning.1

—Benjamin Franklin (ca. 1705–1790)

The one person on the staff that every school needs is the COUNSELOR.  
Call her/him whomever you want, the reality is CHILDREN HAVE HUGE 

EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS AND THEY NEED SOMEONE TO TALK TO 
WHO IS A PROFESSIONAL.2

—Carol Parker (7/8 Teacher Drama, Film, Honors, and Regular 
Language Arts, May 14, 2010)

School counselors are highly qualified student support service professionals who 
can address these issues through individual, group and/or classroom guidance 

lessons so that ALL students are serviced.3
—Dr. Hardy (Administrator/Staff, May 14, 2010; emphasis added)

Even when wise voices from the past and present see the importance of good 
counsel, many Americans still associate individual and group counseling 
with people who are emotionally or behaviorally disturbed (E. Miller & 

Reid, 2009). As a general rule, when parents are informally asked by educators 
about which students tend to meet with the school counselor, a common reply 
is “the kids with serious problems or the bad kids.” This reveals a fundamental 
misperception. Particularly among young people, however, this perspective ap-
pears to be changing. Even if many parents do not know it, nearly all students in 
K–12 school systems have received some direct or indirect school counseling ser-
vices. At a minimum, by middle/junior high school teens will have had a school 

1Parker, P.  M. (Ed.). (2008). Counsels: Webster’s Quotations, Facts and Phrases (p. 1). San Diego, CA: ICON 
Group International.
2Retrieved from http://www.edutopia.org/school-counseling-importance-of-elias.
3Retrieved from http://www.edutopia.org/school-counseling-importance-of-elias.
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 CHAPTER 1  Exploration—Introduction to Small Groups in Today’s Schools     3

counselor or two to assist them with various educational, personal/social, and 
 career/life concerns. Not only are students supported by the school’s general coun-
seling activities, many children and youth are supported in small-group settings 
as well.

In doing our background research for this book, we visited numerous schools 
and spoke to multiple counselors and tens of students. With permission, we sat in 
on all types of small groups, ranging from those designed for shy kindergarteners to 
those for high school seniors planning for college. Our observations and conversa-
tions reinforced the general finding from school-based counseling research—that 
small groups are helpful on many levels for both the student participants and the 
counselors. Without much prompting, children shared about a variety of issues. 
One early elementary girl cried about losing the family pet and wondered “where 
dead dogs go.” Sensing the little girl’s pain, two of her group mates jumped up 
and gave her a heartfelt hug. A different member in another elementary small 
group needed assistance with friendship skills. Other children talked about not 
liking school and day care, and others shared how school was a safe place for 
them. Similarly, teenagers readily opened up about their concerns and goals. One 
middle-schooler, for example, indicated that she was thinking of joining a gang 
but was afraid. Students in diverse settings and groups spoke about their disen-
gagement with school, how things were going in their lives, and how they could 
reinvent themselves. An 11th-grader spoke, for example, about her struggles with 
a physics class and the teacher, whereas others reported that they were failing in 
school and needed help with test taking and getting along with their teachers. 
 Regrettably, we heard a common theme among older students in different set-
tings: School was boring and irrelevant to their lives. Counselors did their best to 
counteract these perceptions with enjoyable activities, guiding the conversation 
toward positive outcomes.

Our overriding conclusions after these “real-world” observations suggested 
that the group counseling experience and peer interaction and feedback were re-
warding to students and school counselors alike. In particular, school counselors 
appreciated the opportunity to make a genuine difference in students’ lives by 
encouraging personal and social growth and effective problem solving. By and 
large, student participants reported learning new skills and enjoying the group 
experience.

This initial chapter provides a wide-angle view of school-based group work. 
Basic topics considered here include definitional issues, rationale for groups, 
and a description of different group types or formats. As readers move through 
the content, the need for a strong skill set and the importance of group work as 
an effective responsive service delivered within the context of operating a com-
prehensive school counseling program (CSCP; ASCA, 2005a, 2005b) will be-
come more apparent. We hope this material will help fuel your desire to conduct 
small groups.

To avoid losing touch with actual practice, you will find many school-based exam-
ples sprinkled liberally throughout text. The following vignette, for  instance, provides a 
glimpse at how a small group of several younger learners experiencing academic chal-
lenges was established. Here and elsewhere names are fictitious.    

   
C

op
yr

ig
ht

 2
01

1 
C

en
ga

ge
 L

ea
rn

in
g.

 A
ll 

R
ig

ht
s 

R
es

er
ve

d.
 M

ay
 n

ot
 b

e 
co

pi
ed

, s
ca

nn
ed

, o
r 

du
pl

ic
at

ed
, i

n 
w

ho
le

 o
r 

in
 p

ar
t. 

D
ue

 to
 e

le
ct

ro
ni

c 
ri

gh
ts

, s
om

e 
th

ir
d 

pa
rt

y 
co

nt
en

t m
ay

 b
e 

su
pp

re
ss

ed
 f

ro
m

 th
e 

eB
oo

k 
an

d/
or

 e
C

ha
pt

er
(s

).
 

E
di

to
ri

al
 r

ev
ie

w
 h

as
 d

ee
m

ed
 th

at
 a

ny
 s

up
pr

es
se

d 
co

nt
en

t d
oe

s 
no

t m
at

er
ia

lly
 a

ff
ec

t t
he

 o
ve

ra
ll 

le
ar

ni
ng

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e.

 C
en

ga
ge

 L
ea

rn
in

g 
re

se
rv

es
 th

e 
ri

gh
t t

o 
re

m
ov

e 
ad

di
tio

na
l c

on
te

nt
 a

t a
ny

 ti
m

e 
if

 s
ub

se
qu

en
t r

ig
ht

s 
re

st
ri

ct
io

ns
 r

eq
ui

re
 it

.

Licensed to:



4  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

This scenario provides you with several insights on how groups get started in 
schools. First, there is a documented need. The students, teachers, and families 
 realized that these ELL transfer students required additional educational support 
 after the low-intensity classroom interventions did not work. The extra aide time with 
the students apparently was not focused enough to noticeably improve the targeted 
skills. One-on-one tutoring was also considered as a possible solution, but with so 
many students needing help, this remediation was viewed as too time consuming 
and inefficient. Second, as research has shown, quality consultation and collabora-
tion between the school counselor and staff are essential to the success of focused 
interventions (Paisley & Milsom, 2007). Third, extra school and family support was 
solicited. Finally, rather than picking a group curriculum off the shelf, the school 
counselor began his preparations by looking for evidence-based materials best suited 
for ELL children.

Perhaps you have some relevant questions at this point. For instance, what is group 
counseling as conducted in schools? And how does this responsive service fit into the 
school’s overall counseling program?

Scenario: Elementary School Small Group
Regularly, certain teachers at Booker Elementary School grouse to the school coun-

selor and principal about the limited academic readiness skills of ELL children (English-

language learners) who enroll at the start of each year from surrounding districts. For 

the past several summers when the statewide academic test scores were made pub-

lic, these teachers noticed a worrisome trend: The new enrollees were on average at 

least one-half a grade level below the state mean scores for math and reading. Many 

of these low-scoring children came from modest-income families with limited English 

skills, whereas others seemed to be just unprepared for challenging schoolwork. Within 

the context of the school’s Response to Intervention (RTI) program, teacher aides were 

then reassigned to various classrooms as a way to support the learning of new stu-

dents. This practice was abandoned after little success. Other, more intensive interven-

tions were considered.

In collaboration with the rest of the RTI team, Mr. Hernandez, the school counselor, 

decided to try a Level 2 intervention. He reviewed the school counseling literature and 

relevant websites for a “best practice” educational curriculum to direct the team’s foci. 

He then developed a couple of content-focused small groups, first, to improve the chil-

dren’s academic skills, and second, to help them transition to the school. Some staff 

members voiced skepticism about the possible effectiveness of the groups, but the RTI 

team and principal approved of this intervention. Each teacher with a struggling transfer 

student was notified that the small groups were available. Later, Mr. Hernandez selected 

those children who most likely would benefit from a small group. The students’ families 

were contacted to gain both parental consent for student participation and their support 

for this responsive service. After eight sessions, the counselor was able to document, 

from pre- to posttest, student improvement on targeted academic and psychosocial 

skills. The RTI team was impressed.

GROUPS IN PRACTICE
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 CHAPTER 1  Exploration—Introduction to Small Groups in Today’s Schools     5

GROUP COUNSELING ROLE DEFINED
The Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW, 2000), a widely respected profes-
sional organization often cited by researchers and practitioners alike, refers to the practice 
of group counseling as “group work,” suggesting that this term best represents the

broad professional practice involving the application of knowledge and skill in 
group facilitation to assist an interdependent collection of people to reach their 
mutual goals which may be intrapersonal, interpersonal, or work-related. The goals 
of the group may include the accomplishment of tasks related to work, education, 
personal development, personal and interpersonal problem solving, or remediation 
of mental and emotional disorders. (pp. 2–3)

This portrayal is consonant with American School Counselor Association’s (ASCA, 
2008a) role statement on group counseling. ASCA describes this activity as “a small 
number of students working on shared tasks and developing supportive relationships in 
a group setting,” adding that it “is an efficient, effective and positive way of dealing with 
students’ academic, career, and personal/social/emotional developmental issue and sit-
uational concerns” (p. 1). In ASCA’s role statement, group counseling is also viewed 
from a systems perspective, where this service is vital in the delivery of a component of 
a comprehensive school counseling program (CSCP; ASCA [2005a] National Model). 
Paisley and Milsom (2007) extended ASCA’s (2008a) position, suggesting that

school counselors must now be able to do more than facilitate groups of students. 
They must utilize skills and apply general principles of group work to effectively 
collaborate with adults in students’ lives. A translation of what school counselors 
know about groups to teaming within the embedded communities of schools and 
societies may be critical to the success of school counseling programs. (pp. 10–11)

Essentially, school-based group counseling should be used to promote not only in-
dividual student behavior change but also systemic change. Over the long run, groups 
should foster the educational development of all students.

Another way to clarify the group counseling role is to make sure you understand 
what it does not include. For instance, when school counselors facilitate groups they 
are neither advice-giving leaders in the way physicians sometimes are for their ill pa-
tients, nor advice givers in the same way one might speak to a troubled friend or family 
member. Group counselors do not provide one-on-one counseling in a group format; 
they are working with all students as a unit, looking for ways to help members reach 
overall group objectives and each student’s personal goals. In a well-functioning group, 
the counselor facilitates the action with the participants doing most of the “work.” The 
learning process is active and engaging.

The group counselor has three primary functions as facilitator: to mobilize, model, 
and manage (the three “Ms”) the members of the group. Counselors initially mobilize 
the group experience. They help group members to work through normal developmen-
tal issues as well as their home and school concerns. As the leader motivates and guides 
the group content and process, she also models how one behaves in a group setting. The 
students learn by watching the leaders in action, how they appropriately direct conver-
sation and respond to each group member’s contributions. (In chapter 2, you will read    
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6  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

about Bandura’s [2001] social learning theory and how observational learning works.) 
The last “M” relates to managing the group focus. In this role, group counselors guide 
the interactions among participants, cutting off and redirecting the focus when, for ex-
ample, students stray too far from the topic, share confidential material about their fami-
lies, or significantly disrupt the group experience. Sometimes you may feel like you are 
a parking lot attendant waving kids to certain areas, and other times like a sports team 
manager who steps back and lets the players play. Managing the group flow is obviously 
challenging, and well-developed skills are needed. Much of the time, you’ll need to 
sensitively guide the group process so students to feel safe, “heard,” and cared for; yet at 
other times, you’ll want to be fairly directive so that members stay tuned in and on task. 
Each of the three “M”s is explained in more depth later in the text.

Small-group counseling is an important feature of the school counselor’s role to 
enhance student development within the framework of a CSCP. Group counseling pro-
vides students with a positive and “protected” environment in which to share their lives, 
support their peers, and grow as young people and learners.

Comprehensive School Counseling Programs 
and Group Counseling
As alluded to above, small-group counseling, a responsive service, is generally described 
within the context of a systemic and operational structure to guide school counseling prac-
tice. For readers who may be unfamiliar with this programmatic approach, a short intro-
duction is provided. Basically, although not ignoring students’ immediate needs, CSCPs 
such as ASCA’s (2005) National Model encourage school counselors to work from a pre-
vention orientation, one that is proactive, comprehensive, and planned. Through the lens 
of CSCPs, school counselors view students within their particular sociocultural context. 
This broader perspective allows counselors to establish to some degree how the students’ 
various subsystems (e.g., peers, family, community, religion, etc.) influence their educa-
tional/academic, personal/social, and career/life skill development.

More specifically, one of ASCA’s (2005a) main goals is to advance school counsel-
ors’ professional identity. With the publication of the ASCA National Model: A Frame-
work for School Counseling Programs, school counselors have a serviceable blueprint to 
use to organize their practices. Although more than half of the states have their own ver-
sions, the National Model is now the leading “template” to guide the delivery of school 
counseling services. School counselors look to the National Model as they plan, imple-
ment, manage, and evaluate their work with students, faculty, and families.

The National Model’s executive summary lists four primary objectives:

 1. Establish the school counseling program as an integral component of the academic 
mission of the school.

 2. Ensure every student has equitable access to the school counseling program.
 3. Identify and deliver the knowledge and skills all students should acquire.
 4. Ensure that the school counseling program is comprehensive in design and is deliv-

ered systematically to all students. (n.d., p. 2)

Retrieved from http://www.ascanationalmodel.org.    
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Beyond these four aims, the National Model has four supporting pillars. First, 
CSCPs need to be set up on a strong foundation that includes the program’s un-
derlying mission, beliefs, and philosophy statements. Based on the foundation, the 
delivery system is devised and implemented. This second pillar includes the ac-
tivities, relations, and processes required to deliver the program to its constituents 
(e.g., educators, families, community members). The methods of service delivery 
involve classroom guidance (structured developmental lessons), individual plan-
ning (with counselor’s assistance, students’ formulate personal goals and develop 
life plans), responsive services (e.g., individual and group counseling services), 
and systems support (administrative and organizing activities keep the program 
functioning). The National Model’s third pillar is the management system. Linked 
with the delivery system, it “incorporates organizational processes and tools to en-
sure the program is organized, concrete, clearly delineated and reflective of the 
school’s needs” (ASCA, n.d., p. 2). Management activities include, for example, 
developing principal–counselor agreements, an advisory council, work calendars, 
data collection and analysis, and action planning. The last pillar is often referred 
to as accountability, where school counselors are charged with the responsibility 
to evaluate and document the efficacy of their work with students, families, and 
other educational processes.

In brief, the ASCA (2005a) National Model and other CSCPs are organiza-
tional frameworks for directing school counselors’ practice. The Model  endorses 
group counseling as an essential responsive service (ASCA, 2005a; Mason & 
Duba, 2009). Group work provides students an effective way to develop and 
maintain personal relationships and to improve targeted educational outcomes 
(Kayler & Sherman, 2009). Group counselors can also draw from ASCA’s (2004a) 
National Standards for School Counseling Programs to devise their group objec-
tives to align with specific educational/academic, career/life, and personal/social 
competencies.

RATIONALE FOR SMALL GROUPS
Groups are widely used in school settings for a number of reasons. First, as our in-
troductory discussion suggests, there is plenty of anecdotal and empirical evidence 
indicating that despite all the challenges of school life, counselors see the value of 
small groups and generally like facilitating them. In their subjective view, groups 
help students mature, work out interpersonal problems, improve learning skills, 
and master important educational/academic, personal/social, and career/vocational 
competencies (for sample comments, see Table 1.1). The counselors’ perceptions 
of the value of small-group counseling are also corroborated by multiple years 
of survey data gathered from a large, inner-city Washington State school district, 
where more than 1,200 elementary students showed in knowledge-based posttests 
that they had learned important personal/social information after participating in 
groups (e.g., Sink, Thompson, & Risdal, 2007). Because group counseling effi-
cacy research is a foundation of our understanding of group work, this material is 
reviewed in chapter 2.    
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8  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

TABLE 1.1 | Practicing School Counselors Commenting on the Value of Group Work

Ms. Jinna Risdal
School Counselor at Southern Heights Elementary, Seattle, WA

Elementary Counseling Program, McKinney-Vento Homeless Student Education Program 

“Many elementary schools use a screening instrument such as Systematic Screening for 

Behavior Disorders (SSBD) as well as staff input to identify students who need targeted 

interventions for behavioral and /or socio-emotional concerns. One of the most impactful 

interventions is the small support groups (6–8 students) led by elementary school 

counselors. The groups are predominantly social skills groups, but also include topics such 

as relational aggression, anger management, changing families, and transitions. The groups 

provide students with an environment where it is safe to discuss and share ideas and 

experiences.

 The students participate in activities related to developing and practicing relationship 

skills. They have opportunities to role-play with their peers various situations that might be 

difficult for them in real life.

 Pre- and posttests are administered to determine the effectiveness of the groups. 

Teachers are informed of the group goals and the students’ progress.

 Parents are involved in that they have to sign permission slips for group participation. 

Parents have made comments like: ‘My daughter shares what she is learning in group. She 

is excited to go every week. I see that she is learning to be a better friend.’ Teachers report 

that students who have been in groups transfer the skills learned to the classroom setting. 

Students refer their friends (‘My friend needs to be in your group’).

 Small-group counseling in elementary comprehensive guidance and counseling pro-

grams is an effective way to improve students’ academic engagement. Teachers at one 

school were asked for observations of students who have been in small groups. Teachers 

reported that 80% of students in groups for introverted or shy students showed significant 

or very significant improvement. They reported: ‘Student seems more alert and participates 

more readily’; ‘He is more willing to share and seems more social with his peers’; ‘Student 

talks more with peers and has a friend now’; ‘Student is more ready to speak when I call on 

her’; ‘He is opening up and asking other kids to play.’”

Ms. Carol Johnson
School Counselor at Alderwood Middle School, Lynnwood, WA

“Working with a large caseload and a diverse student population, there is no way to 

effectively reach the majority without implementing classroom guidance or groups. Every 

fall we run assessments or surveys through our classes and gather feedback from our 

students to find out what is most presently concerning them or catching their interest. 

The feedback from these surveys drives what our counseling program focuses on. Within 

these surveys we usually find clusters of students who have common concerns such as 

anger, grief, making friends, needing help getting organized, study skills, struggling with a 

divorce, etc.

 The power of running a group differs so much from individual counseling. Within 

a group setting, the foundation can be set for all the lessons and interactions that take 

place outside of the curriculum being taught. Students are learning how to care for each 

other. They are learning how to listen, respond, share, trust, understand, risk, confront, 

comfort, and support each other. Students are part of a group that understands them 

in a way most likely no other cluster of peers has before. They are learning they are    
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 CHAPTER 1  Exploration—Introduction to Small Groups in Today’s Schools     9

not alone in their struggles, and they are learning ways to address their concerns from 

a variety of insights and perspectives. Peers can take information shared and make it 

comprehensible to their circumstance and developmental stage in a way an adult cannot 

as effectively do. A group experience when done well can be one of the most powerful 

experiences for a student to be part of.

 As an educator, the group experience also offers challenges and rewards that offer 

insights into the populations or individual I am working with. I am able to observe a stu-

dent’s strengths, processing methods, coping skills, social skills, cultural references, peer 

pressures, family influences, and developmental stages. In a shorter amount of time than 

before, I can learn more about my students and the place they are living. I am also able to 

be a part of real, meaningful conversations with 8 to 10 kids at a time. That is amazing on 

so many levels but especially in light of trying to positively impact as many kids as possible 

through a given year.”

Ms. Annie Carmona and Ms. Vicki Clark
School Counselors

Edmonds-Woodway High School, Edmonds, WA

“Running counseling groups in the high school setting can be challenging, yet effective and 

beneficial for students, the counseling department, and staff.

 As high school counselors, we often hear that there isn’t enough time to run groups 

due to having a large caseload and so many responsibilities, such as tracking graduation 

requirements, helping students with college admissions, and addressing the unique needs 

of individual students. Besides not feeling like there is enough time to run a small group, 

the need to pull students out of class can also be challenging because of the high stakes 

in high school and the likelihood that the students who would be in a group are often not 

performing well in their classes.

 However, with adequate planning, having staff support, and finding helpful curriculum 

and resources that meet the needs of your students, running groups in the high school 

setting can bring several benefits to the students, staff, and your counseling program. At 

Edmonds Woodway High School, at least one or two groups are run each year. Not only 

have these groups been a great network and support to the students in the group, but 

the counselors have noticed major social improvement, which ultimately spills into the 

classroom, and typically students need to see their counselor less frequently for individual 

counseling appointments. With the high school age group especially, sometimes it’s hard to 

know exactly what the students are benefiting from by participating in the group, but that’s 

why providing pre- and posttests to collect data and feedback is important—not only for 

yourself as an opportunity to personally grow as a group facilitator, but also to share with 

your staff and administrators the data you have showing the increase in skills based on the 

group interventions.”

Note: Counselors’ statements were provided in writing in May 2010. © Cengage Learning

Not only do school counselors believe in group work, school-based psychologists re-
port that group counseling is a valuable service (Little, Akin-Little, & Gutierrez, 2009). 
For instance, Venkatesh (2006), a practicing psychologist, explained that small groups 
can be more effective than individual counseling because the needs of 8–10 students    
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10  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

can be attended to at one time. Namely, they are time saving and efficient, and student 
issues can be simultaneously addressed. Groups are healthy environments in which stu-
dents feel included, allowing for mutual learning, support, and sharing.

Group work also fits well within a school’s Response to Intervention (RTI) plan as 
a targeted service (see Figure 1.1). To help struggling learners (e.g., students in special 
education) in a more collaborative and systemic way, school counselors have joined 
forces with teachers and other educators to implement RTI plans (for details, see Brown-
Chidsey & Steege, 2005) and a complementary program called Schoolwide Positive 
Behavior Support (SWPBS; Curtis, Van Horne, Robertson, & Karvonen, 2010; see also 
http://www.pbis.org/ for resources). These interconnected, strengths-based approaches 
help students with differing levels of educational and psychosocial needs. Although 
group counseling is often implemented at Tier 1, this responsive service is considered 
most effective as a Tier 2 or 3 service (ASCA, 2008b; Marshak, Dandeneau, Prezant, & 
L’Amoreaux, 2009).

More specifically, whether students with learning challenges are participating in 
special education programming or not, all students within an RTI model are supposed 
to receive the appropriate level of targeted support. The RTI Action Network (Sugai, 
n.d.), a program of the National Center for Learning Disabilities and an informative re-
source for school counselors, exemplifies how the prevention/intervention process works: 
Tier 1 prevention attempts to meet all students’ need to develop academic and social 
skills. Thus every student should receive a strong educational and prosocial  behavior 
instruction and curriculum as a way to (a) avert the later development of problem be-
haviors, and (b) spot those learners whose behaviors indicate that they are not to be 
responding to conventional teaching. For those students who continue to struggle in 
school, Tier 2 involves more intensive academic and behavioral support (e.g., group 

FIGURE 1.1 | Response to intervention—A multitiered approach to helping 
all learners succeed.

Tier 3: Highly specialized
instruction and intervention

(1–5% of students)

Tier 1: High-quality school-

wide instruction and

interventions for 100% of

students

Tier 2: More intensive
instruction and targeted
interventions (5–10% of

students)
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 CHAPTER 1  Exploration—Introduction to Small Groups in Today’s Schools     11

counseling).  Finally, Tier 3 entails even more specialized and concentrated educational 
and behavior support aimed at reducing learning barriers and the intensity level and/or 
severity of existing problem behavior.

Although we presented a few good reasons for doing groups, certainly there are 
obstacles to effective implementation. It is not uncommon for preservice and practic-
ing secondary school counselors to ask a challenging question like this: “With all the 
hassles and limitations of schools today, do we really have adequate time and teacher 
and administrator buy-in to do group work well?” With the passage of the No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001, and more recently, the “Race to the Top” (American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act of 2009) legislation, most school counselors are doing their best 
to maintain quality services under stressful conditions where the pressure for  improved 
academics can be overwhelming (McCarthy, Kerne, Calfa, Lambert, & Guzman, 2010; 
Wilkerson, 2009). Regrettably, many counselors, especially those who work in so-called 
“failing schools” and schools nearing this designation, have little desire to conduct 
groups. Some even push this essential service off their “to do” lists. Counselors, how-
ever, have to resist the temptation to give in to the prevailing climate of fear and the 
negative attitudes of some burned-out educators.

The reasons for conducting groups are important to keep in mind. For most educa-
tors and parents, a brief summary is all they require. Contrary to what you might hear 
in many hectic and academically focused schools, there still is adequate time for group 
work, and most students will benefit. However, in this day and age of results-based edu-
cation and accountability, anecdotal evidence, such as that in Table 1.1, is simply not 
enough motivation for some administrators to make group work a priority service within 
schools. To counter the negativity, counselors need to implement small groups based 
on the national standards for counseling evaluation data (Astramovich & Coker, 2007; 
Sanders & Sullins, 2005) and efficacy research (see chapter 2 for a discussion). Coun-
selors need to be able say with confidence to the skeptical: “Based on the solid evidence, 
group counseling is effective in changing student behavior and improving educational 
outcomes.”

TYPES OF SMALL GROUPS
Once school counselors understand the value of small groups, they look forward to 
implementing them. To do so, counselors determine student needs, formulate group 
goals, screen potential members, and then decide on an appropriate group format. As 
you can probably imagine, the counseling literature offers group leaders multiple op-
tions. Thus school counselors attempt to match group members to the most appropriate 
group format, content, and process. They also need to consider whether the approach 
should be flexible and student driven, or one that is structured, curriculum centered, 
and counselor led. Sometimes educators and parents think the group sessions that are 
conducted in schools are psychotherapy sessions, raising red flags of concern. However, 
school counselors are not trained to use in-depth therapy techniques, and nor is the 
school an appropriate venue for them (Paisley & Milsom, 2007).

So what are the most appropriate group formats for school settings? To adequately 
answer this question, we summarize the major types (formats) of small groups dis-
cussed in the counseling literature. School-based groups are then compared with    
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12  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

psychotherapeutic group sessions conducted in mental health/clinical settings. Next, 
school counseling groups are further differentiated into process- and content-oriented 
approaches. Finally, we overview content groups, which emphasize skill attainment re-
lated to academic/educational, personal/social, and career/vocational development.

Although there are many ways to categorize and define group types (e.g., M. S. 
Corey, Corey, & Corey, 2010; Pérusse, Goodnough, & Lee, 2009; Smead, 1995), the 
ASGW’s Professional Standards for the Training of Group Workers (2000) lists four major 
approaches: (a) task facilitation, (b) psychoeducation, (c) counseling, and (d) psycho-
therapy. These are illustrated in Figure 1.2, and their defining characteristics, based on 
the ASGW Professional Standards, are listed in Table 1.2. Each group approach is suit-
able for off-campus mental health settings. However, psychotherapy groups and their 
target clientele (people experiencing severe and/or chronic maladjustment) are obvi-
ously incompatible with school environments (Paisley & Milsom, 2007).

Having similar features, the other three group options—task facilitation, psychoed-
ucation (or psychoeducational), and counseling—are most commonly used in schools. 
These choices can address reasonably well students’ developmental milestones (e.g., 
academic and career developmental groups) and their need for skill remediation (e.g., 
groups addressing issues that impede student learning and growth). Each approach can 
also be tailored to enhance the school climate (e.g., groups examining equity, diversity, 
or conflict resolution issues; Pérusse et al., 2009). Let’s make some finer distinctions 
between group types.

School Counseling Groups versus Mental Health 
Psychotherapy Groups
To ensure that you understand why psychotherapy groups are inappropriate for school set-
tings, this section briefly compares and contrasts the essential differences between school 
group counseling and groups conducted in mental health clinics, hospitals, and private 
practice (see Tier 2, Figure 1.1). Looking at Table 1.3, you will notice that school coun-
selors conduct short-term, skill-based groups using a relatively structured curriculum, 

FIGURE 1.2 | Summary of key group designs (top level from ASGW, 2000; 
bottom level from ASCA, 2005a).

Task
Facilitation

Psycho-
education

Counseling

Academic/

Educational

Career/

Vocational

Psycho-
therapy

School
Counseling

Groups

Mental
Health
Groups

Personal/

Social
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TABLE 1.3 | Comparison of School-Based Groups and Clinic-Based Psychotherapy Groups

School-Based Groups Clinic-Based Psychotherapy Groups

Emphasize prevention and intervention • 

activities and processes to support healthy 

student development and better coping 

with daily living challenges 

Emphasize remediation and treatment • 

of clients’ underlying mental health 

problems 

Designed for most K–12 students, includ-• 

ing students who seek to enrich personal 

qualities and abilities; are experiencing 

short-term school, personal, interpersonal, 

or family concerns; and are at risk for more 

challenging problems (e.g., school failure)

For most clients with potentially diagnos-• 

able long-term/chronic mental health 

problems (i.e., severe psychological and 

behavioral disorders)

Group and student goals center around • 

educational/academic, career/vo cational, 

or personal/social goals, and helping 

students learn to reorient their feelings, 

thoughts, and behaviors toward healthy 

development and social interactions

Group and client goals focus on re-• 

structuring and reeducation to eliminate 

dysfunctional feelings, thoughts, and 

behaviors

Stress the here and now, i.e., the present • 

situation and conscious issues

Stress current issues and past motiva-• 

tions (con scious and un conscious)

Content and foci generally set by the • 

group counselor based on student 

needs and group goals

Content and emphases generally set by • 

psychotherapist based on what she or 

he believes would be best for members’ 

issues (diagnoses/needs)

Conducted weekly for about 6–8 weeks • 

(short-term)

Conducted over the long term, that is, • 

several or more months or even years

Group counseling methods may include • 

school-appropriate educational, develop-

mental (emotional, cognitive, behavioral), 

and systemic strategies

Group psychotherapy methods may • 

include in-depth cognitive, affective, 

behavioral, or systemic intervention 

strategies

targeting student issues related to daily living (e.g., family and school stressors). Group 
psychotherapists, in contrast, address deeper and more persistent mental health problems 
over a longer period of time, and the actual group structure is often more dynamic, re-
flecting the clients’ experiences and needs from session to session (Akos & Milsom, 2007; 
M. S. Corey et al., 2010). A quick word of caution though—some authors prefer the 
 umbrella term group therapy rather than group counseling to denote any helping process 
occurring in a group setting such as support or skills training (e.g., anger management, 
mindfulness, relaxation training, or social skills training). Some use the label psychoeduca-
tional to identify skill-based groups (e.g., Montgomery, 2002).

Similar to mental health or psychotherapy groups conducted off campus, school-
based groups require professional counselors to possess specific skills and competencies 
to successfully guide students as they work through commonplace developmental and    
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situational issues (for details, see ASGW, 2000; Brigman & Campbell, 2003; Kayler & 
Sherman, 2009; Smead, 1995). Small groups in schools are generally most beneficial for 
students when organized to (a) develop more positive attitudes and better interpersonal 
skills, (b) support behavior change, and (c) transfer newly acquired skills and behavior 
to daily functioning (M. S. Corey et al., 2010; Paisley & Milsom, 2007).

Content versus Process Groups
Another way that is commonly used to distinguish group types is to look at their content 
and process. School- and clinic-based groups include both dimensions. As the term im-
plies, content refers to what group members explore together, essentially the topic and 
curriculum of the group. Process relates to what the group leader does and says and what 
goes on within and between the group members. Strictly speaking, process involves the 
nature of the intra- and interpersonal dynamics occurring in groups (G. Corey, 2009; 
M. S. Corey et al., 2010). The psychotherapy and school counseling literature further 
differentiates process from content groups (Smead, 1995).

Process Groups—Practical and Theoretical Considerations
For at least 40 years now, most professional counselors are taught in their graduate pro-
grams that the important characteristics of counseling effectiveness are the attitudes, 
values, perceptions, and qualities of the helper as well as the processes (e.g., listening, 
modeling, facilitating cross-member discussion) underlying the counseling relationship 
(G. Corey, 2009; O’Hara, 2003; Pérusse et al., 2009; Ritter, 1978). So when the group’s 
central theme and dynamics revolve around relationships, self-reflections, and exchanges 
among students and the counselor, the group tends to be more process focused (Smead, 
1995). Counselors offer these groups for self-referred participants who desire to find out 
more about themselves and about what in their personal and social lives they would like 
to explore. Notably, as a therapist who regularly conducts process groups, Reeves (2008) 
likens them in part to the progressive stages of human development. The “therapeu-
tic” group moves forward gradually from the initial “getting to know one other” phase 
to the final “consolidation of learning and growth” phase. Participants and the “group-
as-a-whole” are supported by the leader (or coleaders) with guided feedback, process 
remarks, and nonverbal actions. If the process goes as intended, “the group inherently 
knits together with an abundance of experiences forming and emulating a social micro-
cosm that bears its own unique culture and identity” (Reeves, 2008, n.p.).

Although process groups are relatively similar in design and practice, helping profes-
sionals use different descriptors reflecting the terminology used in their particular work 
setting. In a private practice, for example, psychotherapists may refer to them as personal 
growth or self-discovery groups, whereas in more public clinical settings or schools you 
will hear vague terms like support group or simply a counseling group (ASGW, 2000; 
M. S. Corey et al., 2010). Whatever they are called, if you observe a process group in a 
school or a mental health clinic, it generally appears to be free-flowing, lacking structure, 
and nondirective, emphasizing member interactions as well as individual member self-
reflection and awareness. Encouraged by the ASCA (2008a), small groups such as these 
are particularly useful because they provide students an opportunity “to develop insights    
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16  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

into themselves and others, … to achieve healthier personal adjustment, cope with the 
stress of a rapidly changing and complex environment and learn to communicate and co-
operate with others” (p. 24). Reflecting ASCA’s statement, Smead (1995) noted that “by 
focusing on process, group members [students] learn to express and hear feelings, give 
and receive feedback, and support one another in the here and now” (p. 10).

Process-oriented groups conducted in schools also need to be in part theory driven 
(see chapter 2). When reading the above descriptions of process-oriented groups, it is 
no coincidence that the embedded concepts and techniques may remind you of hu-
manistic psychology. Along with elements of developmental psychology (e.g., Erikson’s 
1963 psychosocial stage theory), Rogers’s (1961/1989) child-centered approach largely 
undergirds process groups. As discussed later, this humanistic approach emphasizes ac-
tive listening.

Examples of School-Based Process Groups
For a variety of reasons, process or growth groups are not as widely practiced in schools 
today as in previous decades. Even though contemporary examples of process-oriented 
groups are difficult to find in the school counseling literature, these types of groups are 
still facilitated at all grade levels (see, e.g., Baggerly & Parker, 2005, for discussion of 
a successful elementary school group for African American boys). Bauer, Sapp, and 
Johnson (2000), for instance, demonstrated the efficacy of high school counseling sup-
port groups (and content-focused psychoeducational groups) for students at risk for 
dropping out. Using a Rogerian-type child-centered approach to improving student self-
esteem, the well-trained support group counselors focused their leadership efforts with 
these therapeutic skills in mind: unconditional acceptance, active listening, reflection 
of feelings and meaning, clarification, and summarization. As you would expect, the 
groups were loosely structured and the topics varied according to the issues raised by the 
students. Members were encouraged to provide their peers with feedback and support as 
they wrestled with problems and possible resolutions. Moreover, school counselors en-
couraged the students to express and share their feelings related to negative school and 
home experiences. Looking at the student outcomes, general self-esteem scores rose 
considerably from pre- to posttesting. Because the groups did not emphasize academic 
issues, it is not surprising that the students’ grade point averages and academic self-con-
cept scores did not vary much over time. Important to note, however, the in-school de-
tention rates for the group members decreased over time, from an average of 3.2 events 
over a 10-week period prior to the start of the group intervention to 0.64 events (measured 
over a 20-week period following the group intervention launch). Clearly, these promising 
results suggest that school counselors should find time to conduct growth groups.

Even more unlikely to see in schools these days, process groups are beneficial with 
younger students. Akos (2000) reported on an elementary school empathy development 
group. His rationale for such a group reflects a strengths-based developmental focus (see 
Galassi & Akos, 2007), arguing that “as children seek to connect with others, empathy 
provides the foundation and skills necessary to develop competent social interaction” 
(Akos, p. 217). Because they are safe, warm, and caring learning environments, process-
oriented groups are ideally suited for exploring and trying out empathy-related skills. 
With younger children, kindergarteners through second-graders, group counselors will    
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find that the use of puppets, artwork, clay, and games will encourage emotional respon-
siveness. Children are encouraged to identify their own emotions using simple non-
verbal (e.g., smiley faces) and verbal expressions. One way to do this, Akos explained, 
is for school counselors to distribute colorful “kid-friendly” magazines and play an 
“I spy” game (or a “Where’s Waldo”-type activity) to find a face depicting someone who, 
for example, is happy, angry, or surprised. Next, the children share their examples and 
the rationale for their selections, with the counselor helping them work through how 
the connections to particular feelings were made. To further help children learn to 
 experience and recognize their own emotions, counselors can display big photographs 
or pictures to elicit particular feelings in group members. Group sharing about how the 
photo made them feel is encouraged. Another exercise is to ask the children about how 
their “tummies” felt when they were last upset. Using a prop such as a mirror, they can 
explore what their facial features look like when they express anger and love.

For children further along in elementary school, Akos’s (2000) empathy groups 
would expand on the vocabulary of feelings learned in the earlier grades. Group mem-
bers in this age range are encouraged to work through the emotional meaning of their 
daily experiences (e.g., playing on the playground, doing well on a test, or having a dis-
agreement with a friend). Similar to running empathy groups with young members, the 
use of activities to stimulate discussion is helpful. Akos recommends the use of games 
(e.g., Connect Four, Chutes and Ladders, Jenga, Skip-Bo, Uno) during group to gener-
ate emotions. Team-building experiences that help children see how others are feeling 
during the activity can foster emotional awareness. Related to the members experienc-
ing and sharing group emotionality, empathy growth groups include activities that tar-
get children’s ability to take the perspective of other members of the group. Through 
team building, games, or other school experiences, students can use group as a place 
to learn to observe cues and ask peers about emotional experiences. In addition, school 
counselors can use the students and their own creativity to facilitate the group. Training 
students in drama is one of the more effective and fun ways for students to examine the 
emotions and perspectives of others. Using scripts that demonstrate context around emo-
tional experiences provides valuable learning. Movies, stories, and television can even be 
material for discussion of actor perspectives. For additional ideas, one could consult, for 
example, Devencenzi and Pendergast’s (1999) book addressing the issue of “belonging” 
and how school counselors might lead a self- and social discovery group for children and 
adolescents. In short, this process-oriented group format provides children with the op-
portunities to experience, practice, and gain useful feedback from their peers.

Finally, evidence suggests if the group process is facilitated well, the underlying 
“therapeutic” factors will contribute to positive group experiences and participant out-
comes (Blocher & Wade, 2010). Through the social interactions, this type of small 
group can help students develop a stronger sense of personal meaning, cope better with 
daily stresses, and express more effectively their culture (Stroh & Sink, 2002). Students 
learn healthy ways to negotiate their world while at the same time enhancing their per-
sonal growth. Importantly though, counselors must devise these groups very carefully, 
and students must be at the appropriate cognitive and psychosocial developmental level 
to take full advantage of the experience. Thus the ultimate value of process groups is 
highly dependent on student willingness to be completely engaged and the counselor’s 
authenticity, modeling, and facilitation skills (M. S. Corey et al., 2010).    
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18  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

Content Groups—Practical and Theoretical Considerations
Unlike process groups, content-driven groups are flourishing in schools. Numerous 
examples are documented in the school counseling literature and in this chapter’s 
supplement. Analogous to traditional classroom teaching and large-group guidance 
activities, school counselors facilitate small groups around an existing curriculum. 
Naturally, content groups still are reliant on effective process, but they are far more 
planned, structured, and skill based. School counselors design and conduct them as 
educational experiences, where group members learn and practice new behaviors and 
skills related mainly to school success. Whereas process-growth groups tend to reflect 
individual differences and interpersonal dynamics among group members, school-
based groups are more concerned with the members learning and demonstrating the 
skills embedded in the content (Bauer et al., 2000; Stroh & Sink, 2002). For example, 
content groups may have the students work on study and test-taking skills, cognitive 
and metacognitive skills (e.g., goal setting, time management, and planning), social 
skills (e.g., conflict resolution, anger management, verbal and nonverbal communica-
tion), and self-management skills (e.g., emotional regulation, achievement motivation) 
(e.g., Kayler & Sherman, 2009).

Content groups may also help students develop important life skills (Picklesimer, 
Hooper, & Gineter, 1998). For instance, such a group may revolve around the subject 
matter of “making positive career choices.” Because career choices tend to strongly af-
fect one’s quality-of-life perceptions, students learning together in group settings are able 
to safely explore these and related issues. As with all content-oriented groups, school 
counselors craft relevant skill-building activities that might involve training in assertive 
behavior, empathic responding, appropriate self-disclosure, listening tactics, role play-
ing, and practice assignments. Group counseling methods can also include short pre-
sentations, printed material, audiovisuals, role playing, role rehearsal, and so on.

Content-driven groups are often simply referred to as psychoeducational skill de-
velopment groups (Kayler & Sherman, 2009). Unlike psychotherapy groups, psycho-
educational groups, as the term implies, are small groups with clear educational and 
psychological goals. Although process and content groups are similar in that they both 
emphasize member participation and interrelationships, group dynamics, and pro-
cesses, psychoeducational groups are designed to help students develop a particular skill 
set within a content area (N. W. Brown, 2004). Moreover, psychoeducational groups 
tend to operate under two basic assumptions: (a) They are appropriate for all ages and 
settings, and (b) the groups emphasize education or learning over self-awareness and 
self-understanding. Counselors tend to deemphasize at some level the emotional side 
(feelings, motivations) of the group experience in favor of the cognitive dimension 
(N. W. Brown, 2004). A variety of techniques are used by the leader to improve student 
learning, understanding, and retention, including, for example, the use of games, role 
plays, learning exercises, and homework. One such 9-week psychoeducational group 
using cognitive-behavioral techniques produced positive academic and self-esteem 
outcomes with rural high school students at risk for dropout (Bauer et al., 2000). This 
group focused on teaching students how to identify academic and behavioral goals and 
then strategies (e.g., challenging irrational beliefs, self-monitoring, goal setting, success 
inventories, contracting) to attain their goals.    
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For their conceptual grounding, counselors leading content groups rely heavily on 
a mixture of three key sources:

 1. developmental psychology (e.g., Jean Piaget’s [Piaget & Inhelder, 1966/2000] cogni-
tive development; Lawrence Kohlberg’s [Power, Higgins, & Kohlberg, 1989] moral 
reasoning stages; Erik Erikson’s [1963] psychosocial development; and  Donald 
Super’s [1990] career development; see also Green & Piel, 2010, and Halverson, 
2002, for summaries);

 2. social-cognitive/self-efficacy theory (Albert Bandura, 2001); and
 3. allied approaches to cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT; e.g., A. Ellis’s rational 

 emotive behavior therapy; A. Beck’s cognitive therapy; see Dobson, 2010, and 
 Nelson-Jones, 2000, for extensive overviews).

A psychoeducational group focused on teaching students conflict resolution skills 
may use all three sources. Group planning involves creating developmentally appro-
priate “lessons” for each meeting, and the actual counseling techniques used in the 
group might include elements of social-cognitive theory and CBT methods. Because 
an adequate review of developmental psychology is beyond the scope of this book, we 
recommend that school counselors refresh their memories by reading a general text or 
two (e.g., Green & Piel, 2010).

Content Groups Using ASCA’s (2004a, 2005a) 
Developmental Domains
Returning to the bottom level of Figure 1.1, you will notice that the school counseling-
 appropriate groups can then be divided into content areas, reflecting one or more of 
 ASCA’s (2004a, 2005a) developmental domains. Certainly, you are not limited to just 
these general areas or the competencies included in ASCA’s (2005a) National Model and 
ASCA’s (2004a) National Standards. Your district or school may want  to use small groups 
to help students expand their multicultural, character, or spirituality-related skills.

Academic Content Groups If school counselors are mainly concerned with foster-
ing academic/educational development, then content groups tend to initially “im-
plement strategies and activities to support and maximize each student’s ability to 
learn” (ASCA, 2004a, n.p.). Specifically, student educational competencies to focus 
on might include academic self-concept, skills for improving learning and achieving 
school success, and goal setting and planning. However, each group will have ad-
ditional competencies that relate to the content covered in the group. For instance, 
suppose you wanted to lead a group for chronic underachievers. Perhaps you might 
aim to improve students’ attention and engagement in class, achievement motiva-
tion, interest in class subjects, school rules compliance, organizational skills, note 
taking, identification of personal strengths, and cooperation with peers and teachers 
(Myrick, 2002).

The empowerment groups for academic success (EGAS) model is an excellent ex-
ample of an academic-centered group from the school counseling literature (Bemak, 
Chung, & Siroskey-Sabdo, 2005; Johnson & Johnson, 2005; see chapter 1 supplement    

   
C

op
yr

ig
ht

 2
01

1 
C

en
ga

ge
 L

ea
rn

in
g.

 A
ll 

R
ig

ht
s 

R
es

er
ve

d.
 M

ay
 n

ot
 b

e 
co

pi
ed

, s
ca

nn
ed

, o
r 

du
pl

ic
at

ed
, i

n 
w

ho
le

 o
r 

in
 p

ar
t. 

D
ue

 to
 e

le
ct

ro
ni

c 
ri

gh
ts

, s
om

e 
th

ir
d 

pa
rt

y 
co

nt
en

t m
ay

 b
e 

su
pp

re
ss

ed
 f

ro
m

 th
e 

eB
oo

k 
an

d/
or

 e
C

ha
pt

er
(s

).
 

E
di

to
ri

al
 r

ev
ie

w
 h

as
 d

ee
m

ed
 th

at
 a

ny
 s

up
pr

es
se

d 
co

nt
en

t d
oe

s 
no

t m
at

er
ia

lly
 a

ff
ec

t t
he

 o
ve

ra
ll 

le
ar

ni
ng

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e.

 C
en

ga
ge

 L
ea

rn
in

g 
re

se
rv

es
 th

e 
ri

gh
t t

o 
re

m
ov

e 
ad

di
tio

na
l c

on
te

nt
 a

t a
ny

 ti
m

e 
if

 s
ub

se
qu

en
t r

ig
ht

s 
re

st
ri

ct
io

ns
 r

eq
ui

re
 it

.

Licensed to:



20  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

for overview of EGAS). The model’s aim is to reach students in public high schools, de-
ploying various group traditional strategies and structures (e.g., using a coleader, having 
a set number of meetings, developing objectives, and creating group unity and support). 
However, EGAS goes further, “by building in a multicultural approach that is sensitive 
to the environmental elements that impact students living in urban settings and uses 
the strengths of an unstructured process group with clearly defined goals to develop 
individual student success” (Johnson & Johnson, 2005, p. 399). As you can see, school 
counselors can combine multiple group counseling techniques and formats to “deliver” 
the academic content.

Personal/Social Development Groups Content groups supporting ASCA’s (2004a) 
personal/social development domain “provide the foundation for personal and social 
growth as students progress through school and into adulthood” (n.p.). Group coun-
selors focus on helping students learn about themselves and others, as well as how to 
apply this knowledge to their school and home lives. Among many others, another 
competency area might include helping students acquire personal safety skills. As 
mentioned above, each personal/social group will have its own specific set of student 
competencies. In a group looking to help students cope with personal grief, R. H. 
Meyer (2006) suggested that the counseling group examine topics such as: (a) the 
feelings associated with grief (e.g., isolation and aloneness, sadness, anger), (b) the 
need for support, (c) how life changes after the loss of a loved one, (d) the effects of 
grief on the body, (e) family rituals following the loss, (f) how to use memories to cope 
with loss, (g) stress reduction strategies, (h) restoring hope, and (i) moving on. A small 
group designed to support students while one or more of their families are deployed 
to a distant military base requires another set of topics and potential student outcomes 
(see Aydlett, 2008, for examples).

Career Development Groups Career development groups are mainly skills based, 
providing “the foundation for the acquisition of skills, attitudes and knowledge 
that enable students to make a successful transition from school to the world of 
work, and from job to job across the life span” (ASCA, 2004a, n.p.). They also 
overlap with other school-based counseling groups in many regards. For instance, 
they are largely similar in their information sources, the group processes used, and 
the desired outcomes (Pyle, 2007). Obvious differences include the group content. 
Group career counseling topics are narrowed primarily to career and vocational 
issues. Leaders use the participants’ self-knowledge as well as external information 
about educational and occupational choices to guide the discussion. They help 
students through structured exercises to develop career awareness and employ-
ment readiness, as well as to gain career-related information and identify career 
goals. Moving from knowledge to application, group counselors also support the 
development of skills needed to achieve career goals. Action plans are created, 
so students operationalize their learning. One such career-focused high school 
small group might address ways to (a) actively search out colleges and plan for 
one’s career, (b) determine the realities of one’s chosen career, and (c) accurately 
estimate the financial cost of a college education (Gibbons, Borders,  Stephen, & 
Davis, 2006).    
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Examples of Content Groups
Unlike the process-focused groups, exemplars of successful structured groups are well 
documented in the school counseling literature. Good models can be located in the 
group counseling texts, journal articles, and online. If you search the Web using terms 
like group counseling schools, you will be amazed at how many useful psychoeduca-
tional group plans are available. Additional examples are available on ASCA’s online 
resource center web page (see http://www.schoolcounselor.org/; e.g., Campbell & 
 Brigman, 2005). For instance, one helpful document located at the ASCA website 
 provides sample small-group counseling topics and objectives (see chapter supplement). 
Next, a couple of real-world examples of content/psychoeducational groups conducted 
in schools are summarized.

Our first model content group aimed at supporting elementary-age students 
with ADHD (Webb & Myrick, 2003) goes by the letters SSS. Using the student 
success skills (SSS) model as its central organizing principles, the authors de-
signed a 6-week group with the underlying supposition that the SSS group 
counseling approach could increase children’s understanding of their ADHD 
challenges and how they impact school performance. Furthermore, the authors 
posited that group counseling has the advantage of approximating real-life peer 
relationship situations. In particular, the group’s long-term goal was to help the 
targeted students realize that their ADHD would not keep them from reaching 
their personal, academic, or career goals. Calling the group experience “The Jour-
ney,” Table 1.4 summarizes each session’s content and objectives. Evaluation tools 
showed promising student outcomes following the group experience.

A second exemplary content group called “Creating Healthy Relationships” was 
documented by Zinck and Littrell (2000). At first glance at the group’s title, one 
would think that a process group might be more appropriate for this topic, but psy-
choeducational groups work just as well or better. This content-focused group was 
conducted with 35 adolescent girls who were involved in high-risk relationships with 
friends, boyfriends, family members, or loosely knit gangs. They were also at risk for 
dropping out, running away, criminal activity, pregnancy, abuse, and exploitation. 
This healthy relationships group centered on teaching students how to recognize 
and develop healthy relationships, and how to recognize and avoid unhealthy or 
unsafe relationships. The girls were also taught how to define their primary prob-
lem and to set behavioral goals related to coping and problem solving. Summarized 
in Table 1.5, each session had three components, involving educational, counsel-
ing, and skill development. The overall results of this group were positive, showing 
that relationship development skills can be readily explored with students in a more 
structured fashion.

FINAL THOUGHTS
To summarize, in our data-driven and outcomes-based schools, psychoeducational 
groups appear to be the group format of choice for most school counselors. Practitioners 
find that content-oriented groups are efficient and valuable ways for students to make 
progress toward mastering various academic, personal/social, and career developmental    
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22  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

TABLE 1.4 | Overview of the Journey: Group Counseling Intervention for ADHD Students

Session Number, Title, and Activity Students Will 

1. Our Journey. Activity: Map Quest 1. gain increased knowledge of ADHD

2. identify behaviors related to ADHD and 

the influence of these behaviors on 

school success

3. discuss ADHD diagnosis and express 

 associated emotions

2. Pack It Up. Activity: Messy Bag 1. learn and practice strategies to help im-

prove organization skills related to school 

success

3. Stop Lights and Traffic Cops. Activity: 

Signs Around Us

1. learn and practice behaviors related to 

attending

2. identify school situations where attending 

is important

3. identity school situations were attending 

is a challenge

4. Using Road Signs as a Guide. Activity: 

Reading Classroom Cues

1. learn to recognize, create, and use exter-

nal cues in the classroom

2. increase awareness of the need for 

school success strategies

5. Road Holes and Detours. Activity: When 

Things Don’t Go Right

1. identify school situations that are 

challenging

2. identify ways to improve challenging 

school situations

6. Roadside Assistance and Being Your 

Own Mechanic. Activity: Increasing 

 Control of Our Success 

1. identify school resources

2. experience the feelings of self-control

3. make connections between the practice 

of a skill with improvement of that skills

4. increased knowledge of medications 

used to treat ADHD

Source: Adapted from Webb and Myrick (2003, p. 111).

competencies outlined in the ASCA (2005a) National Model (McGannon, Carey, & 
Dimmit, 2005; Paisley & Milsom, 2007). Group curricula and sample activities are 
widely available in the counseling literature and online, allowing for quick access, ad-
aptation, and planning. Student outcomes are relatively easy to assess with a pre- and 
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TABLE 1.5 | Overview of “Creating Healthy Relationships” Counseling Group

Component Topics

Educational healthy relationships, unhealthy and un-• 

safe relationships, personal boundaries, 

violence in relationships, communication 

in relationships, effects of chemical use 

upon relationships, managing anger and 

conflict, community resources

Counseling increased awareness and expression of • 

feelings, recognition of and distinction be-

tween needs and wants, and development 

of an internal locus of control

confidence, assertiveness, and capacity • 

for self-evaluation

modeling and development of empathy• 

Skills teaching students to recognize and avoid • 

unhealthy relationships, defining and 

maintaining healthy boundaries, exiting 

dangerous situations, recognizing and 

exiting unhealthy communication triangles, 

developing personal safety plan

refusal skills and anger management• 

Source: From Zinck and Littrell (2000).

posttest. In the next chapter, we turn our attention to the foundational components of 
group counseling: the role of theory in planning and implementing small groups, and 
efficacy results supporting the use of groups in schools.
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24  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

C H A P T E R  1  S U P P L E M E N T S

Supplement 1 Sample Elementary School Small-Group Counseling Topics and 
 Objectives (Adapted from ASCA, 2006–2010)

Topics Potential Group Objectives

Developmental Domain: Academic/Educational

Doing Well in School 1. List goals and make a plan on how to 

 accomplish them.

2. Monitor academic progress.

3. Develop study skills.

4. Develop organizational skills.

Developing Good Study Skills 1. Identify the best place and time to study.

2. Set short-term academic goals.

3. Develop organizational skills.

4. Learn processes to best utilize time.

5. Monitor academic processes.

Developmental Domain: Personal/Social

Creating Positive Friendships 1. Analyze how to make new friends.

2. Identify important qualities of a friend.

3. Understand common friendship problems.

4. Learn how to manage conflicts.

5. Develop a plan to improve friendships.

Understanding Yourself 

and Others

1. Understand your characteristic traits and 

uniqueness.

2. Develop a positive self-image.

3. Identify strengths.

4. Improve relationships.

5. Understand behavior/misbehavior.

Developing a Healthy 

Self-Concept (K–2)

1. Emphasize uniqueness.

2. Identify feelings and appropriately express them.

3. Understand similarities with others.

4. Develop a positive self-image.

Helping New Students Adjust 1. Help student become comfortable in new school.

2. Become acquainted with school.

3. Build new friendships in and out of group.

4. Have a school buddy (special class friend/helper).

Understanding Our Family 

(Divorce/Separation)

1. Express feelings about changing family.

2. Understand that divorce/separation is not the 

child’s fault.

3. Identify common problems associated with 

divorce/separation.

4. Understand positive ways family and group 

members can help in adjustment.
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Topics Potential Group Objectives

Managing My Anger 1. Identify factors that cause anger.

2. Understand the consequences of irrational 

 behavior when angry.

3. Examine why some situations make everyone 

angry and others do not.

4. Identify different anger reduction techniques.

Making Good Choices (Drug and 

Alcohol Prevention)

1. Learn dangers of drugs and alcohol.

2. Understand and utilize the problem-solving model.

3. Learn refusal skills.

4. Identify ways to have fun and keep friends while 

staying out of trouble.

5. Develop a plan to handle peer pressure.

Coping with Loss (Grief) 1. Express feelings about loss.

2. Learn the stages of grief.

3. Discuss happy memories.

4. Identify ways to handle stress and loss.

Getting Along in Class (Classroom 

Behavior)

1. Understand behavior/misbehavior.

2. Identify causes for misbehavior.

3. Set short- and long-term goals.

4. Identify positive ways to get attention in the 

classroom.

5. Learn and implement effective behavior plan.

Dealing Better with Conflict 1. Identify feelings and appropriately express them.

2. Learn win/win resolutions.

3. Speak clearly.

4. Understand others’ point of view (be empathic).

5. Learn how to talk out conflicts.

Supplement 2 Additional Examples of School-Based Groups Categorized According to 
ASCA’s (2004a, 2005a) Developmental Domains. 

Educational/Academic
Study Skills and Tutoring Combo (Edmondson & White, 1998)

The combination of group counseling services and tutoring for at-risk secondary • 
school students can be useful.
The group’s foci are: (a) improving self-esteem and (b) classroom behavior.• 
One group of students in the study received 2 hours of academic tutoring each • 
week. The second group received tutoring and also participated in a self-esteem 
group focusing on developing study skills. A third student group served as a control 
(no tutoring or counseling services were provided). Students in the group receiving 
academic tutoring and group counseling improved significantly in achievement, 
classroom behavior, and self-esteem, as compared to those who merely received 
academic tutoring.
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26  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

Empowerment for Academic Success (EGAS; Bemak, Chung, & Siroskey-Sabdo 2005)

Multicultural EGAS groups were implemented at an inner-city high school with • 
high rates of expulsion and suspension, teen pregnancy, absenteeism, poverty, and 
poor academic records.
Students chosen to participate in the group were at high risk of suspension, aca-• 
demic failure, and dropout.
Group participants were allowed to choose the discussion topic for each group meet-• 
ing, while the ultimate goals focused on academic achievement. This method facili-
tated thoughtful discussion about the group experience and the group member’s lives 
and how external events affect school achievement. This group counseling approach 
empowers members by allowing them to talk about what is meaningful to them.

School Success Skills (Brigman, Webb, & Campbell, 2007)

School counselors led a student success skills program on the academic and social • 
competence of students. Students from Grades 5, 6, 8, and 9 from six schools were 
randomly compared using state achievement tests in math and reading and a mea-
sure of social competence.
The goal of SSS is to teach academic, social, and self-management skills—both • 
classroom and group counseling components.
Specific skills targeted in group were goal setting, progress monitoring, and mem-• 
ory skills; interpersonal skills, social problem solving, listening, and teamwork skills; 
and managing attention, motivation, and anger.
The intervention focused on cognitive, social, and self-management skills to im-• 
prove academic achievement.

Personal/Social
Discovery Program for Problem Behavior (Brake & Gerler, 1994)

Developed for fourth- and fifth-grade boys with a history of inappropriate classroom • 
behavior, this group’s aim was, in part, to promote moral development and improve 
school performance.
Sessions included lessons on acquiring a repertoire of learning strategies, includ-• 
ing higher-order thinking skills (i.e., members were challenged to think at a level 
slightly higher than their current developmental stage) and responsibility and role 
taking.
A practical service learning component was added to the group experience, where • 
the boys were taught and role-played the basic skills and attitudes required to assist 
in a kindergarten classroom. The boys worked with the children for 25 class sessions 
lasting 30 minutes each. After each session, they met with the group counselor to 
discuss, reflect, and gain support.
In the end, the group experience and training helped the boys gain confidence in • 
their own abilities as well as look at themselves from another’s point of view.

Group Intervention for Students with Depression (Sommers-Flanagan, Barrett-Hakanson, 
Clarke, & Sommers-Flanagan, 2000).    
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According to the authors, school-based settings are appropriate for depression pre-• 
vention and intervention.
The model involved a 12-week group designed for middle school students with sub-• 
clinical, mild, or moderate depressive symptoms and those children who are at risk 
for depression.
Before conducting the group, possible members were identified and screened for • 
group compatibility. Students were administered a depression inventory (e.g., Chil-
dren’s Depression Inventory or Reynolds Child Depression Scale) to get a sense of 
their pregroup depressive symptoms and screen for suicide ideation.
Each session had a theme and a home project for the following week. The themes • 
addressed the thoughts, emotions, and behaviors listed below:
a. understanding the spiral effect of a negative focus;
b. learning the use of relaxation to combat tension and anxiety;
c. learning basic problem-solving strategies in a group context;
d. understanding the social effects of irritating habits versus. attempts to be 

friendly;
e. goal setting; and
f. communication skills.

Self-Esteem Development (Khattab & Jones, 2007)

A small group called “Growing Up Girl” was developed for fifth-grade girls (ages • 
9–11) who were particularly prone to negative self-esteem issues. The primary in-
tent was to have the girls learn about and discuss puberty, body image, and peer re-
lationships. Additionally, it gave them the opportunity to learn and practice positive 
coping skills in a safe environment.
The authors provided a strong rationale for facilitating the group, suggesting that • 
for elementary school girls the developmental period is vital to forming a positive 
self-worth and enhancing personal resiliency.
Group topics included: patterns of development, fundamentals of positive body • 
images (challenging media influences), developing healthy life habits, eating well, 
and social skills relevant for making and keeping friends.

Career/Vocational
Postsecondary Planning (Carrier, 1992)

The school counselor designed and conducted a group for high school seniors who • 
had not yet decided what they wanted to do after graduation. Students were also 
provided individual guidance.
Participants were solicited by the school counselor from her caseload. Students • 
were asked about their plans for after graduation and completed a survey.
The group experience explored a career-planning guidebook and also toured local • 
training and employment sites.
Group counseling was found to be more effective than individual counseling, be-• 
cause the group format introduced a strong peer influence element. Group members 
held each other accountable for any commitments made during their time together.    
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28  SECTION 1  Before the Action Starts

Choosing the Military as a Career (Ciborowski, 1994)

This psychoeducational group is based on a decision-making model that focuses • 
on exploring military recruitment information, lifestyle contrasts, and values 
clarification.
The group is for adolescents (13–17 years of age) and provides a forum for students • 
and counselors to openly discuss this career path as it relates to enlisting in the 
armed services. 
Counselors must be clearly knowledgeable about the military, personal values, and • 
possible group activities, so further training may be required.
The author suggests that three sessions held in the autumn and lasting for a class • 
period should be sufficient.
The content and foci of each group session are presented here:• 
a. Session 1 (Goal: to allow time for the recruiters to clarify what military enlist-

ment entails)
The counselor explains the exploration program and its foci.• 
The counselor then introduces representatives of the armed services. This • 
may include the use of films, slides, and distribution of literature.
The group format allows for an open discussion and questions between the • 
service representatives and the students.
Harassment and discrimination issues should also be explored.• 

b. Session 2 (Goal: to explore student values and lifestyle and how they match 
with the military)

The counselor begins a discussion of military life issues, focusing on the • 
challenges of military discipline and daily regimen.
Members then discuss the appropriateness of this lifestyle to their own situa-• 
tion and values.
High school graduates who are in the service or who have had some military • 
experience could be invited to be a part of the conversation.
Note: The counselor ensures there is a balance of perspectives discussed.• 

c. Session 3 (Goal: to explore the moral issues of conscientious objection status 
and lifestyle discriminations of the services)

The counselor facilitates a discussion of current laws.• 
The counselor includes, if need be, knowledgeable community members • 
who could explain military terms, laws, and so on.
The group conversation according to Ciborowski (1994) should center on • 
student “values” and students’ beliefs and feelings about the armed services.

d. Additional sessions (if desired)
Later meetings could be scheduled to address, for example, the views of mili-• 
tary families.

e. Individual follow-up session with school counselor
Participants have another opportunity to examine their own lifestyle, career • 
goals, and moral perspectives.
The one-on-one meetings can be used to determine whether or not the group • 
sessions were useful to the students’ decision-making process.
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School-to-Work (or Postsecondary Education/Training) Transition Groups for High School 
Students with Disabilities (McEachern & Kenny, 2007)

The authors provided two models of psychoeducational groups that can help students • 
with special needs to transition from school-to-work or to school-to-postsecondary 
training/education.
Group 1, “Transition to Further Education,” gives students with special needs the • 
skills necessary to be successful in post–Grade 12 educational settings.
a. The group focuses on mutual support, knowledge attainment, and skill 

building.
b. Participants ideally should include students in their junior years (ages 16–18) 

who are planning to attend a 2- or 4-year college.
c. The group experience can be conducted for a longer period of time on Satur-

days or during the regular class period on school days.
d. Group processes include role playing, discussion, questions and responses, etc.
e. Conducted over nine sessions, the topics include: (1) awareness of self and oth-

ers; (2) self-determination and self-advocacy; (3) making the right college choice; 
(4) understanding and navigating through admissions; (5) what I need to know 
about my legal rights; (6) assessing college support services; (7) choosing a college 
major; (8) making new connections; and (9) ending, yet getting started.

Group 2, “Transition to Work,” provides members with the needed support, knowl-• 
edge attainment, and skill building required to be successful on the job.
a. The potential group members are comparable to those appropriate for Group 1.
b. Group processes and time frame are the same.
c. Conducted over nine sessions, the topics reflect, in part, those presented 

in Group 1: (1) awareness of self and others; (2) self-determination and 
self-advocacy; (3) why work?; (4) finding the right job for me; (5) how 
much do I need to make?; (6) the application process; (7) the job inter-
view; (8) making a plan and following it; and (9) ending, yet getting started.

Evaluation of group and student outcomes is encouraged.• 

Supplement 3 Additional Resources
Barlow, S. H., Fuhriman, A. J., & Burlingame, G. M. (2004). The history of group 

counseling and psychotherapy. In J. L. DeLucia-Waack, D. A. Gerrity, C. R. 
 Kalodner, & M. T. Riva (Eds.), Handbook of group counseling and psychotherapy 
(pp. 3–22). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. (Useful history of group counseling and 
psychotherapy) 

Blum, D. J., & Davis, T. E. (2010). The school counselor’s book of lists (2nd ed.). New York: 
Wiley. (See section on small-group counseling)

Hernandez, M. (Ed.). (2010). Self-esteem across the lifespan: Issues and interventions. 
New York: Taylor & Francis. (Addresses key issues relevant to group work)

Hughes, F. P. (2009). Children, play, and development (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. (Covers developmental issues from birth through adolescence)

Miller, E., & Reid, C. (2009). Counseling older adults: Practical implications. The pro-
fessional counselor’s desk reference (pp. 777–787). New York: Springer.

   
   

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 2

01
1 

C
en

ga
ge

 L
ea

rn
in

g.
 A

ll 
R

ig
ht

s 
R

es
er

ve
d.

 M
ay

 n
ot

 b
e 

co
pi

ed
, s

ca
nn

ed
, o

r 
du

pl
ic

at
ed

, i
n 

w
ho

le
 o

r 
in

 p
ar

t. 
D

ue
 to

 e
le

ct
ro

ni
c 

ri
gh

ts
, s

om
e 

th
ir

d 
pa

rt
y 

co
nt

en
t m

ay
 b

e 
su

pp
re

ss
ed

 f
ro

m
 th

e 
eB

oo
k 

an
d/

or
 e

C
ha

pt
er

(s
).

 

E
di

to
ri

al
 r

ev
ie

w
 h

as
 d

ee
m

ed
 th

at
 a

ny
 s

up
pr

es
se

d 
co

nt
en

t d
oe

s 
no

t m
at

er
ia

lly
 a

ff
ec

t t
he

 o
ve

ra
ll 

le
ar

ni
ng

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e.

 C
en

ga
ge

 L
ea

rn
in

g 
re

se
rv

es
 th

e 
ri

gh
t t

o 
re

m
ov

e 
ad

di
tio

na
l c

on
te

nt
 a

t a
ny

 ti
m

e 
if

 s
ub

se
qu

en
t r

ig
ht

s 
re

st
ri

ct
io

ns
 r

eq
ui

re
 it

.


	Ch 1: Exploration—Introduction to Small Groups in Today’s Schools
	Group Counseling Role Defined
	Rationale for Small Groups
	Types of Small Groups
	Final Thoughts
	Chapter 1: Supplements


	SealedMedia_User: iChapters User


