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Top of Form

Understanding the various stages of human development is important to school counselors when creating individualized student support. By recognizing milestones, counselors can provide individualized interventions for children (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). Each developmental stage presents unique challenges and opportunities for intervention. Embracing such insights allows counselors to build trusting relationships and help students thrive emotionally, socially, and academically (Darling-Churchill and Lippman, 2016).
Component #1: Developmental Considerations in Counseling
Understanding the stages of human development is important when providing counseling services to various age groups and developmental levels in a school setting. School counselors can better understand students' significant changes and challenges by identifying major changes typical of early childhood, middle childhood, early adolescence, and mid-adolescence. Understanding such changes can help counselors provide individualized support and guidance to students more effectively and implement early intervention services when needed (Darling-Churchill and Lippman, 2016).
Early Childhood
Self
During early childhood, children typically experience growth in their sense of self-concept and self-esteem. Orenstein and Lewis (2022) found that this stage aligns with Erikson’s psychosocial theory where children become more aware of their abilities and limitations and develop a better understanding of themselves in relation to others.
Social
	This stage involves the transition from parallel play to interacting and sharing with others (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). Malik and Marwaha (2020) found that this stage aligns with Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, which explains that as cognitive abilities develop in children they become better at understanding social norms and engaging with peers. However, children are egocentric and may misinterpret the actions of others causing them to act inappropriately (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Emotional
	In this stage, a child’s main communication is expressed through their behavior (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). On the other hand, it’s important to note that by the end of preschool, children have an understanding of why others are mad, sad, or happy but not emotions beyond those (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Middle Childhood
Cognitive
This stage is characterized by significant growth such as children becoming better at problem-solving and understanding cause-and-effect relationships (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). Piaget’s theory, as discussed by Vernon and Schimmel (2024), emphasizes the development of concrete operational thought. Therefore, they can understand concepts like reversibility, conservation, reciprocity, identity, and classification and begin using these ideas in various situations like friendships, teamwork, schoolwork, and game rules (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Self
This is a period of self-awareness and identity development. As children take on challenges and learn new abilities, their confidence blossoms (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). Being aware of their strengths and weaknesses can cause a sense of self-assurance or moments of self-doubt, emphasizing the role of parents, teachers, and other adults in helping students develop positive self-esteem (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Social
This is when children begin seeking acceptance or validation from their peers and develop a sense of belonging. Concepts such as making and keeping friends and following societal and school rules become significant and are influenced by how children interact with their family, classmates, and friends (Sorelie et al., 2020). 
Early Adolescence
Self
This is the stage of identity exploration where children seek autonomy, experience insecurity, and lower self-esteem (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). This is when children begin questioning everything and experimenting to understand themselves better.
Social
In this stage, peer relationships become more challenging and influential. According to Vernon and Schimmel (2024), young adolescents may experience peer pressure and conformity as they try to fit in or gain popularity.
Emotional
This stage marks a period of confusion, vulnerability, and unpredictable feelings. Children become challenged with feelings of shame, guilt, and anger, all of which can lead to strained adult relationships (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). 
Mid-Adolescence
Self
In this stage, students are challenged with questioning who they are, their values, and their role in the world. They explore different roles and responsibilities, engage in discussions, observe others, and think about their future (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). Vernon and Schimmel (2024) also found students in this stage are self-confident, more resistant to peer pressure, and consider the long-term consequences of their actions.
Social
This stage signifies peer relationships becoming more important as students seek acceptance and independence. According to Orenstein and Lewis (2022), this stage mostly aligns with Erikson’s Identity vs Role Confusion, where adolescents seek a sense of self and identity while navigating societal and peer influences.
Emotions
In this stage, formal operational thinking develops, and moodiness decreases, allowing better emotional regulation (Barrouillet, 2015). Adolescents with formal operational thinking skills may be more equipped to notice patterns in their emotions, identify triggers that affect their mood, and consider consequences associated with their emotional responses, leading to more effective coping strategies (Barrouillet, 2015).
Explaining Counseling to Students
As explained by the American School Counselor Association (2019) Ethical Standards, explaining counseling and the process is important for various reasons. First, explaining counseling builds trust and transparency between the counselor and student, creating a safe and caring space for counseling sessions (American School Counselor Association, 2019). Second, it helps students to understand the value and purpose of counseling, easing any worries and reducing any stigma they may have about seeking support (American School Counselor Association, 2019). Third, it gives students the tools to engage in the counseling process by knowing what to expect and how to benefit from it.
Lay Terms Explanation of Counseling
To explain counseling in lay terms to individuals with diverse levels of thinking and feeling, it’s best to keep it easy to understand and use simple language and concrete examples (Przeworski and Dunbeck, 2014). For example, I could explain counseling as a safe place where students can share their thoughts and feelings with someone who cares and helps them figure things out or feel better. Przeworski and Dunbeck (2014) found that using pictures or drawings can be helpful for those who struggle with abstract concepts.
Considerations of Culture When Explaining Counseling
When explaining counseling and the process to someone from a different culture who speaks a different language there are a few things to consider. First, it’s important to use words and ideas that are culturally sensitive and understandable (Lasi et al., 2023). Sometimes small differences in language or customs can affect how well we understand one another. Using an interpreter proficient in both languages would help to ensure effective communication. Additionally, it’s important to respect cultural beliefs about mental health and counseling, as different cultures have different ideas about seeking support and vary widely from culture to culture (Lasi et al., 2023). By being open and respectful, and showing interest in another’s culture, counselors can build a strong connection with their client (Lasi et al., 2023).
Component #2: Individual Counseling Process
Six Stages of Counseling: Nancy
Establishing Rapport and Building Trust
It is important to build a strong rapport with Nancy, considering her recent change in living circumstances. Being a 12-year-old adolescent, Nancy may have experienced a lot of big changes and may feel unsure or cautious about forming new relationships. This would be an opportunity for the counselor to create a warm, safe, and welcoming space where Nancy feels comfortable talking about her feelings (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). This could include soft lighting, comfy chairs and pillows, calming artwork, and tissues. This stage involves active listening, empathy, and genuine concern for Nancy’s feelings (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Assessment and Exploring Concerns
In this stage, the counselor should explore what difficulties Nancy is experiencing with her new younger siblings and gather information about her background and experiences. This would be a great opportunity to ask Nancy open-ended questions or use assessment tools such as a biopsychosocial assessment to gather more information about Nancy’s relationships, family dynamics, and history of trauma. This would allow the counselor to get a better understanding of Nancy’s needs and strengths, which will help to create tailored interventions for her (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Addressing Resistance and Reluctance
With Nancy experiencing some pretty significant life changes, she may resist counseling. In this case, the counselor should address any worries Nancy may have as it’s important to validate her feelings while encouraging her to open up to explore what counseling has to offer (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Developing Interventions
After the assessment and intake, the counselor would review the findings and work with Nancy to create interventions to address any concerns such as the difficulties she is experiencing with her new younger siblings. Some interventions could include teaching her communication and conflict resolution skills, exploring coping strategies for stress management and emotions, or providing her with psychoeducation about sibling relationships, blended families, and adjusting to new environments. According to Vernon and Schimmel (2024), any intervention should be culturally sensitive and unique to the client’s needs and developmental level.
Termination
	This is where Nancy and the counselor determine when the counseling process will end. This is when Nancy’s goals and achievements should be reviewed, her progress and challenges discussed, and a plan created for a smooth transition out of counseling (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). At the end of counseling, Nancy should feel more confident navigating her family dynamics independently.
Referrals and Community Opportunities/Resources
 Several resources could support Nancy’s ongoing growth and development such as support groups for children who have been adopted, family therapy to help Nancy and her new family strengthen their connection, or extracurricular activities that offer opportunities for Nancy to explore her interests or build her confidence outside of the home.
Termination Considerations
 Terminating a counseling relationship with a child requires careful consideration to guarantee a smooth transition and that all that the client has learned in counseling stays with them. Some considerations to think about are, has the client experienced abandonment, how the client feels about termination, the client’s progress, and does the client understand why counseling is being terminated (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Six Termination Strategies
Gradual Transition
	This includes explaining what termination is and how it looks in the counseling process. The counselor can slowly decrease the frequency of sessions while monitoring the client’s progress and addressing any concerns (Sutton, 2021).
Review and Celebrate
	Before ending counseling, the counselor should review and celebrate the client’s achievements made during counseling (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Goal Evaluation
	The counselor and client should revisit the goals created at the beginning of counseling to discuss if they have been achieved or require more attention (Sutton, 2021). This step could provide closure.
Closure Rituals
	This strategy is a way for the client to reflect on where they were before counseling and where they were before counseling and where they are afterward (Sutton, 2021). This could involve writing a letter to their future self or creating artwork to symbolize progress, growth, and the end of therapy.
Future Planning
	The counselor should work with the client to create a plan for maintaining the strategies and skills they learned in counseling (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). This may include making a list of supportive resources that are available in the client’s community to support the client as they transition out of counseling, such as support groups. 
Follow-up Sessions
	Providing follow-up sessions after officially ending counseling can serve as an opportunity to review a client’s adjustment to termination and to address any challenges the client has encountered (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Component #3: Theoretical Approaches and Ethical Considerations
Theoretical Orientations
	As a future counselor, I will use solution-focused brief therapy (SFBT) and play therapy due to their effectiveness in engaging students and how they focus on strengths and solutions instead of just the problem.
Solution-Focused Brief Therapy
	Some key concepts of SFBT are that is emphasizes the client’s strengths, resources, and the present and future and not the problems of the past (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). Some specific techniques of SFBT I gravitate towards are the Miracle Question, scaling questions, coping questions, and goal setting. These techniques help students identify their goals and create steps to reach their goals (Abdulla and Woods, 2021).
Play Therapy
	Some key concepts of Play Therapy are it allows students to express themselves and work through their challenges in a safe way as play is a natural outlet for children (Koukourikos et al., 2021).  Play therapy promotes self-expression, problem-solving, and emotional healing (Koukourikos et al., 2021). Some specific techniques are art activities, sand tray therapy, storytelling, and puppet play. These techniques can provide students with a safe space to creatively explore their feelings, relationships, and challenges (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024).
Consideration of Culture
	I consider culture in my theoretical orientation choices by understanding that each student comes from a unique cultural background centered on their beliefs, practices, and values. I would actively ensure that my approach is sensitive and culturally responsive to the diversity of each of my students. For instance, I would align my activities and interventions with the cultural norms and preferences of each student and their family. I would also adapt my language or use an interpreter to align with that of the student and family to navigate any language barriers, leading to a more trusting and safe relationship (Lasi et al., 2023).
Approach to Worldview and Faith
	I would approach issues of worldview and faith with respect, openness, and neutrality when in a secular counseling school setting. Students have a right to believe in whatever religion they want and to explore it in a safe and inclusive space free from judgment and from me imposing my beliefs or values onto them. I would focus on supporting students to explore their beliefs and identities to promote personal growth.
Creative Approach: Expressive Arts Therapy
	As a future school counselor, one creative approach I would use is expressive arts therapy. This approach involves using various forms of artistic expression such as drawing, painting, music, and drama to allow students to explore their thoughts and emotions positively (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). Examples of appropriate uses for expressive arts therapy according to Vernon and Schimmel (2024) are emotional expression as a way to communicate when a child struggles to verbalize what they are feeling; trauma and healing to help students find calm or release their emotions through music or movement; self-exploration to support students in exploring their identities through drama or storytelling; and developing social skills to help students strengthen their teamwork and communication skills through artistic collaboration. As a future school counselor, I would create expressive arts interventions to address the individual needs of each student while considering their developmental level, culture, and goals.
Breaching Confidentiality and Counselor Obligations
	I have a duty as a school counselor to promote confidentiality and create a trusting relationship with students. I am obligated to ensure students understand their rights and responsibilities in the counseling relationship (ethical standard A.2.b), the limitations of confidentiality (ethical standard A.2.b), and to protect the privacy of student information per ethical standards A.2.j-A.2.o. Unfortunately, there are instances where I am obligated to breach that trust such as (ethical standard A.2.e) in the event a student shares their intentions to harm someone or themselves, that they are experiencing abuse, and if mandated by a court requesting confidential information (American School Counselor Association, 2019). However, if mandated by a court I would only need to share the bare minimum to fulfill the legal requirement (American School Counselor Association, 2019).
	In school counseling, there may be times when it is necessary to contact a student’s parents such as (ethical standard A.9.a) if the student requests it, in situations where the student’s well-being is at risk, or (ethical standard A.2.f) when parental involvement is needed to support the student’s academic or emotional needs (American School Counselor Association, 2019).
	As a school counselor, I may need to make a referral to outside resources when a student requires specific support or services that are beyond my scope such as suggested in ethical standards A.6.a-A.6.c. This may include making referrals to a psychiatrist or for family therapy. Using ASCA’s ethical standards as a guide, I will be better equipped to balance confidentiality and my obligations to support and protect students.
Component #4: Counseling At-Risk Children/Adolescents
4-Step Framework 
	The 4-step framework presented in chapter 11 of Vernon and Schimmel (2024) involves in no particular order, assessment, prevention, intervention, and social advocacy.
Assessment
	Assessment is an opportunity to get to know the student’s background, strengths, health history, trauma, family dynamics, culture, expectations, and goals for their future (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). This is ultimately where a counselor will explore the student’s needs.
Prevention
	Prevention involves creating strategies to promote the resilience of children and adolescents to reduce the risk of further harm or trauma (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). 
Interventions
	Interventions involve getting creative in creating opportunities to address the unique needs of students. According to Vernon and Schimmel (2024), interventions are not a one size fits all as each student has diverse needs and experiences.
Social Advocacy
	Social advocacy encompasses actively supporting students and communities facing social justice issues by becoming aware of those issues and the challenges they impose. Vernon and Schimmel (2024) emphasize recognizing a student's complex identity informs social advocacy efforts for systemic change and equity, which promotes inclusion and justice in education. 
Interventions for Substance Abuse and Addiction
	Two interventions I would use for substance abuse and addiction are a family-based prevention program such as Strengthening Families and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT). Cominga and Associates (2022) found that interactive sessions provided by Strengthening Families can promote resilience and reduce behavioral problems creating a supportive environment with reduced family conflict and potential substance abuse. On the other hand, CBT would help students identify and challenge negative thoughts and behaviors associated with substance abuse and addiction, as well as manage cravings (Nebhinani et al., 2022). CBT would also be beneficial in creating coping skills to manage relapse prevention (Nebhinani et al., 2022).
Depressive Disorder
	I gravitate toward mindfulness and strengths-based interventions for addressing depressive disorder, however, it would depend on the student and their needs. A mindfulness-based intervention, such as focusing on the present moment can be beneficial for children and adolescents challenged with depressive disorder. Through mindfulness, clients can develop greater self-awareness and recognize and manage their negative thoughts and feelings (Vernon and Schimmel, 2024). This could include practicing meditation and/or journaling. A strengths-based approach would allow me to collaborate with the students in identifying their strengths and incorporating them into their treatment plan. This could include exploring areas where they feel confident or engaged. For example, if the student enjoys art, I could make art therapy a part of their treatment where they explore and express their feelings. 
Crisis Planning and Management
Purpose and Information
	A crisis management plan has several purposes including preparedness, response, communication, coordination, and recovery. According to Lindell and Associates (2024), a crisis management plan would prepare the school for various potential crises, outline response procedures and communication protocols, coordinate resources and actions, and provide strategies for recovery. A crisis plan may include crisis team member contact information, roles, and responsibilities, evacuation plans, policies and procedures, prevention strategies for school-related threats, crisis management for specific situations such as a school shooter or earthquake, and ways to manage student needs during a crisis (Lindell et al., 2024). 
Crisis Management Team and the Counselor’s Role
	Individuals typically included in a crisis management plan are law enforcement, emergency responders, district staff, local NEA or state affiliate parent representatives, community members, school counselors, social workers, school nurses, teachers, and building services (NEA, 2018). The school counselor is significant to the crisis management team. A school counselor can provide psychological first-aid, crisis intervention, training, and guidance (Lindell et al., 2024). A school counselor per the American School Counselor Association (2019) “promotes trauma-informed practices, defuses critical incidents, provides intervention for at-risk students, and offers peer mediation training.”
Suicide Prevention Programs in Schools
	Suicide prevention programs are significant to schools as they provide approaches to identify and address risk factors associated with suicidal behavior in the student population (Erbacher et al., 2014). Having a suicide prevention program in place would help to create a supportive school environment, increase mental health awareness, reduce stigma, and provide students with coping skills and resources (Erbacher et al., 2014). Various stakeholders should be included in these programs, including school counselors, teachers, parents, students, administrators, community members, and support staff (Erbacher et al., 2014). Suicide prevention is not a one-man effort, it’s a team effort invested in student advocacy and well-being.
Evidence-Based Suicide Prevention Programs
	Two evidence-based suicide prevention programs a school counselor might use when working with students are the Signs of Suicide (SOS) and Sources of Strength prevention programs. The Signs of Suicide program is a school-based program that makes students aware of the warning signs of suicide, suicide risk factors, and coping skills (Erbacher et al., 2014). The Sources of Strength program according to Biber and Brandenburg (2023) is a mentoring program that prevents suicide and opioid misuse and creates an environment that encourages seeking help and building connections between students and supportive adults. Both programs work to create supportive environments where students can feel comfortable talking about mental health concerns and asking for help when needed.
Conclusion
	Understanding child and adolescent development is important for school counselors. Understanding what’s typical for each age group allows counselors to provide the right support at the appropriate time. Explaining counseling in simple terms, respecting diversity, and adhering to ethical standards can make the counseling process more effective and efficient. Methods like SFBT and Play Therapy allow counselors to empower children and strengthen their problem-solving skills while maintaining confidentiality and inclusivity. By incorporating suicide prevention programs and crisis management strategies, counselors can create a safe and supportive learning environment conducive to student well-being and academic success.
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