Group Counseling for Children and Adolescents

CHILDREN IN GENERAL (ages 5-13)
· 3 Approaches for Children

· Crisis-centered groups:  formed because of an emergency, such as a conflict between groups; usually meet until the situation is resolved

· Problem-centered groups:  focus on one particular concern (coping with stress, victims of bullying, etc.)

· Growth-centered groups:  focus on personal and social development of students; enable children to explore their feelings, concerns, and behaviors about a number of everyday topics (self-esteem, making friends, etc.)

· Combine a mixture of verbalization and activity

· Needs to be structured (preset goal with plan)

· Use flyers, bulletin boards, newsletters, parent letters to market

· Must screen

· Obtain Child consent

YOUNG CHILDREN (ages 5-6)

· Although the basic principles of group counseling apply to all ages, groups for young children must be adapted to their social, emotional, and intellectual development as well as their verbal communication skills (George & Dustin, 1988).

· Tend to feel more natural in play and activity groups

· Preschoolers thru primary-grade, play therapy or psychodrama is useful

· 3-4 members 

· One to two 30-minute sessions per week for 8-12 weeks

CHILDREN (ages 5-9) AND PREADOLESCENTS (ages 9-13)
· Elementary and middle school, verbal counseling is appropriate



Emphasize group roles and active listening skills

· 6-8 members

· 1-2 hourly sessions per week for 8-12 weeks

ADOLESCENTS (ages 14-18)

· 2 approaches

· Developmental psychoeducational: focus on common concerns of young people (identity, sexuality, parents, peer relationships, career goals, educational problems, etc.)
· Nondevelopmental psychoeducational:  focus on concerns with adults and society (drug/alcohol use, school problems, deviant behavior, etc.); tend to be required by administration
· Group counseling may be preferred—strongly desire peer acceptance and affiliation
· Pay close attention to congruence between verbal and nonverbal messages

· Tend to feel threatened by any suggestion of seeking counseling, so invitation to join a group and work with peers is more appealing

· 6-8 members

· 1-2 hourly sessions per week for 8-12 weeks

CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS

· Collaborate with parents and keep them informed of children’s progress and needs

· Teachers and administrators should also be kept informed if needed

· Prepare an information sheet that describes the group process, purpose, activities, rules, and number of sessions to parents

· Get written consent from parent

· Develop contract agreeing to not discuss outside of the group what happens in the group

· Conduct orientation sessions for parents and teachers to foster their understanding and support for group counseling

· Consider level of functioning:  avoid selecting individuals who are unable to conceptualize or verbalize at the average level of functioning within the group

· Try to maintain heterogeneous grouping
· Avoid including “best friends” or “worst enemies” in the same group
· Students with severe disciplinary problems or those who show a lack of concern for others should be considered for individual counseling
· Consider absenteeism

POTENTIAL PROBLEMS
· Disruptiveness:  go over the rules of the group; talk with the member directly before, during, or after a group meeting; allow members of the group to discuss the situation and decide what to do with the disruptive member; drop the member from the group (ONLY if nothing else can be done)

· Polarization:  occurs when a group becomes divided into subgroups; help members understand how their behavior outside of the group affects the functioning of the group

· Monopolizing:  provide time limits for responses (in a few sentences, in a few minutes, etc.)

· Inappropriate Risk Taking:  review group rules, talk privately with the person involved, cut off the person, redirect the group

· Overactivity or Giddiness:  acknowledge the behavior and continue with group activities, discuss feelings about the behavior with the group; talk privately with the member(s)
· Handling Negative Feelings and Resistance

· Meet with adolescents individually before group starts

· Work with the resistance rather than against it (listen in an understanding, nondefensive way to stories about the reasons they have been forced to come to a group; students may attend 1st few sessions then decide; students may act as an observer)

· Respond to sarcasm or silence with honest, firm, and caring statements (I really care about you as a person, but I care about myself, too, and name calling will not be permitted in this group. I would like for you to be able to talk about your anger and other feelings but in a direct and clear manner. That will mean using ‘I’ when you make a statement)
