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It is easier 1o discover a deficiency in
individuals, in states, and in Providence, than
10 see their real import and value.

—GEoRC WiLHELM FRiEDRICH HEGEL

Sooqpiom Swayqoi s

This chapter describes and illustrates the goals and strategies of “as-
sessment,” emphasizing the all-important first interview, Interview-
ing is not a cold, one-directional process designed to interrogate or
“size up” students for diagnostic purposes. Rather, interviewing en-
lists students’, teachers’, and parents’ participation in a process of
(1) exploring their world, (2) discovering possibilities for a better fu-
ture, and (3) validating their experience.

This chapter presents a practical format for interviewing that
secks solutions in every contact with students, teachers, and parents.
Tables of sample interview questions applicable to most situations
involving school problems are provided.

EXPLORING THE CLIENT'S WORLD:
ACCOMMODATING THE CLIENT'S
FRAME OF REFERENCE

“The client’s world is central to all else that occurs: Exploring the
client’s world does not require.listening with a “third ear.” It does ro-
quire the practitioner to remove intervention models from his or her
“ears” and to pay close attention to the client, without recasting
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e
FOCUS ROX 3.1. What's in a Word?: “Interviewing”

A word carries far—very far—deals destruction
through time as the bullets go flying through space.
—Josers CoNRAD

These focus boxes challenge the use of certain traditional
words and offer alternatives that more accurately describe the
intervention process. It is not our intent to create straw adver-
saries or develop a self-promotional new language. Rather, we
seek to reflect the actual factors that contribute to change in
the words that we choose to explain what we do. We also want
to convey the importance of language and its power to pro-
mote, or inhibit, change. .

Both “assessment” and “interviewing” imply something
done to clients rather than with them; the terms connote an
expert gathering information for evaluative purposes (e.g, di-
agnostic or mental status interview). Consequently, both pro-
vide an inaccurate description §f intervention intends to be
nonjudgmental and collaborative, and 1o encourage maximum
participation by students, teachers, and parents.

“Conversation,” by definition, is the oral exchange of senti-
ments, observations, opinions, or ideas (Webster’s Collegiate Dic-
tionary, 1993). Although this is more descriptive of our ap-
proach, we will stick to the traditional words “interviewing”
and “assessment” for the sake of clarity.

everything into the sometimes narrow confines of theoretical con-
structs. R

Exploring the client’s world requires accommodating the
client’s frame of reference. Accommodation means that students,
teachers, and parents are like welcome guests in your house of inter-
vention. You are the gracious host ensuring that your guest is com-
fortable, that his or her needs and views are respected, and the visit
is experienced as positive. Just as the host accommodates the guest,
the practiioner accommodates intervention to the client’s frame of
reference.

ASICISMENL. 4130 4 182l alastover e . - .
The client’s frame of reference is characterized by the client’s (1) rc\

 sources and ideas; (2) perceptions of the alliance with the practition-

er; and (3) perceptions of the problem, its causcs, and how imen./cn,-
tion may best address the client’s goal. We call the latter the client’s
theory of change. S

Chapter 2 covered the first owo aspects of the client’s frame of
reference, namely, client resources and client perceptions of the al-
liance. To summarize 1briefly, accommodating resources means
highlighting strengths and abilitics rather than deficits apdliabi!itics.
Kenny and Molly illustrate that eflicient change is ‘accomplished
when the practitioner allows student resources and ideas to take
center stage. Exploring resourccs and ideas is especially important
with children because they tend to be viewed as not having any. Ac-
commodating the alliance rhcans ensuring the positive experience of
the relationship and honoring client goals. Just as-children are rarely
pursued for their capabilities or insights, they are infrequendy court-
ed for a favorable impression of the alliance. Recall how inattenton
to Molly’s view predictably resu'ted in intervention failure.

The Client’s Theory of Char g"',e

The client’s theory of change consists of thoughts, attirudes, and feelings
about the problem; its causes; specific goals; and how these goals-
can be best addressed. In short, the theories of students, teachers,
and parents are like any other theories in psychology; they explain
the problem from etiology to treatment. ' ‘
Accommodating the client's theory of change means that all ac-
tivities and interventions are made congruous with or suitable to that the-
ory, unless an agreement is attained regarding any intervention ov.itsid.c
of the client’s theory. Typically, the school practidoner’s theory is
held in a superior position to that of the student, parent, bf tcac}.xcr.
Conversely, accommodation requires that the focus of the interview
emerge from the theory of the client. We suggest a]l_ow_ing the c.hcnt S
perceptions and experiences to dictate the course of the interview.

Bonnie and Brandy o

Bonnie sought help for her. 9-ycar-old daughter, Brandy’s, irritability
and unhappiness, which-Bonnie viewed as signs of. a genetically
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30 THE BRIEF INTERVENTION APPROACH

transmitted depression. Bonnie cited her own history of depression,

as well as her mother’s, as evidence for Brandy's inherited depres-.

sion. She stated that her efforts to comfort, reassure, and cheer her
daughter were ineffective. She feared that these carly signs would
worsen, dooming Brandy to the bouts of depression that had char-
acterized the two previous generations. '

This very strong theory was intensely and unequivocally pre-
sented. Bonnie requested a consultation with the school practitioner
at the suggestion of her psychiatrist. In her own words:

“I'm really worried about Brandy. She’s so depressed. She gets

very upsct when kids here at school tease her and sometimes
she even takes it out on me at home, She complains about be-
ing bored all the time and mopes around all day when she can’
play with one of her friends. . . . You see, I'm depressed and
have been seeing a psychiatrist for 10 years and I understand
that I have a chemical imbalance and will need to take antide-
Pressants for probably the rest of my life. I've been depressed.
all my life and I remember being very sad as a child. My moth-
er is also depressed and takes antidepressants, My doctor told
me it was genetic and I'm sure that Brandy is just like my
mother and me and probably needs to be on medication of
some kind. I was hoping that she was going to be okay, chemj-
cally, you know, but the genetics were just too strong.”

We will use the case of Bonnie and Brandy to illustrate explor-
ing and accommodating the client’s theory of change. We begin our

discussion with the MRI’s basic elements of a first interview: the na-

ture of the problem, how the problem is being handled, and the
client’s minimal goals, :

Nature of the Problem. The client’s view of the problem lays
the foundation for everything that follows. We recommend taking
notes so that the exact words clients choose to describe the problem
and their goals are recorded. Taking notes, when done in an unob-
trusive way, conveys interest in, as well as the importance of, the
clients’ input. It is often helpful to begin by obtaining a concrete de-
scription, specifically addressing the MRI question “Whe is doing
what that presents a problem, to whom, and how does such behav-
ior constitute a problem?” (Fisch et al., 1982, p. 70).

Assessment: The First Interview 3

Obtaining the student's, teacher’s, or parent’s description of
the problem requires a dogged pursuit of the details of the problem-
atic situation. The practitioner elicits information that is clear, ex-
plicit, and in behavioral terms—that is, what each person involved
in the problem is specifically saying and doing in pcrforming the
problem, rather than general statcments or abstract cxplananops.
Requesting examples is ofien the Lest way 1o get specific descrip-
tions (Fisch et al,, 1982). .

Unless a clear ‘statement conveying all the elements of the
problem (who, what, to whon, and how) is obtained, there is not
sufficient information to design an intervention. An adequate ac-
count of the problem has becn obtained when the pracdtoner can
visualize the sequences of unsuccessful solutions in which the prob-
lem is embedded (Coyne, 1986). Table 3.1 presents questions to ob-
tain information about the problem. '

How the situation constitutes a problem for a teacher, student,
or parent may often seem clear—but s it really? Consider ADHD.
What does it mean? What is the client really looking for from inter-
vention? How is the ADHD a problem? Is it a behavior problem, a
grade performance problem, an attitude problem, or some o.r.hcr
problem? When uncertainty exists, which we believe is all the ume,
it is better for the practitioner 1o inquire about the “how,” rather
than assuming he or she really knows. - -

Ascertaining kow the situation constitutes a prob}cm helps the
practitioner understand the student’s, teacher’s, ax.xd parc{ut’s

unique experience of the problem; idchﬁc§ what intervention

TABLE 3.1. Qustidns for Exploring the Nature of the Complaint

Can you describe a recent example of the problem? .

If I were a fly on the wall, what would I sec? )

If I recorded the problem on a video camera, what would I see and hear?
How or in what ways is it a problem?

What happens first? Then what happens? Then what?

How often does it occur?

How long does it last?

Who is usually around when it happens?

What are they doing or saying?

What stops it?

How or in what ways is it a problem?

-
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34 THE BRIEF INTERVENTION APPROACH

Exploring solution attempts also revealed more about Bonnie's
theory of change. When asked about what others had suggested to
her, Bonnic replied that cveryone else, especially Brandy’s teacher,
had attempted to persuade her that nothing was wrong, and that
Brandy was a normal 9-year-old. Of course these answers did not fit
Bonnie’s theory of change, ard consequently were not effective. Ex-
ploring what others had suggested made it clear that Bonnie’s genet-

ic depression theory must be accommodated if intervention was to .

be successful,

Minimal Goals: What the Client Wants. The final component
of the exploring process is a careful conversation addressing the
client’s goals and hopes for intervention. What teachers, parents, and stu-
dents want may be the single most important piece of information that can be ob-
tained. It provides a snapshot of their theories and a route to success-
ful intervention.

This information can be overlooked, assumed, or taken for '

granted, especially with children. Intervention failure is often caused by
the practitioner’s (1) inattention to the student’s desires, and/or 2
theoretical imposition or assumption of the student’s goals. Success-
ful outcome depends on the client’s articulation of goals and the prac-
titioner’s steadfast commitnent to working on them.

It is often helpful to encourage the student, parent, and teacher
to think small (Fisch et al., 1982). A change in one aspect of a prob-
lem often leads to changes in other areas as well. Consider Mildred,
a charming grandmother who was totally exasperated with her 10-
year-old grandson diagnosed with ADHD. When asked what would
be different when things were better, Mildred replied that Jimmy
would faithfully do his homework and do what he was told. When
questioned about the first step toward that goal, she said that Jimmy
would eat his cereal in the morning Therefore, intervention ad-
dressed the morning routine. Jimmy began cating his cereal and doing
his homework.

Mildred’s theory of treating ADHD included a step through

good nutrition. Because it was Mildred’s theory, not the practition- .
er’s, it worked. It is the unpredictability of client methods and ac- -

complishments that makes this work fun. Questions related to small
goal formulation are presented in Table 3.3.

Assessment: The First Interview 35

TABLE 3.3. Questions for Formulating Small Goals
To students -

If this behavior problem was rated on a scalc from 1 10 10, with 10 being no prob-
lem acall, and 1 being as bad as it gets, where are you now? Whay would the
next higher number look like? '

What will you be doing when you get to the next higher number?

What will your. teachers and pdrents be doing? :

What will you be doing differenty when this is less of 2 problem in school?

How will things be different in school when you begin [paying closer attention
during class, getting 10 school on time in the mornings, turning in more math
homework, etc)? .

If you went 0 sleep tonight and a miracle occurred and ended this problem, what
‘V.VOHI?? be the first thing you would notice at home and school that would be dif.
eren

What do you think your teacher will begin 10 notice about you when things start
improving? .

What would convince [your teacher, parents, court case worker, other referral
source(s)) that you need to come here less ofien or not agall? - -

To parents and teachers

What will you see as the first small sign that things are geting better with your
mchild/smdmtinschoo}l;p ’
something is alréady happening] What will be the next sign?
What will be an indication that things are beginning to im:rgvnc? ’
How will you know when your child/student (is more responsible, has a beteer act- .
tude, higher self-csteem, etc)?
How will you know that your child/student doesn't need counseling anymore?

Bonnie's criteria for success were explored. Several goals were
discussed. When asked to prioritize her goals, Bonnie identified see-
ing Brandy smile more often as very important. The practitioner
asked Bonnie specifically what she wanted from the consultation. In
the first interview, she said, “I need for you to verify what my psychi-
atrist has told me and what I already know in my heart, that Brandy
is depressed like me and my mother.” Bonnie wanted to see Bi'andy
smile, wanted verification of her genetic theory, and wanted sugges-
tions about how she could help her daughter. Brandy wanted her
mom to get off her back and stop asking her whether she was de-
pressed. S -
Exploring the clients’ world elicited the following from the in-
terview with Bonnie and Brandy. ‘

e



36 THE BRIEF INTERVENTION APPROACH

Nature of the problem

Who: Brandy. ,

What: Genetic depression, negative attitude, and sadness.

To whom: Bonnie.

How: Complaining and boredom, as well as Bonnie’s feelings of
helplessness, )

Exceptions: Bonnie did not identify any of note and was unen-
thusiastic about pursuing exceptions, perhaps because this
contradicted her view of the genetic depression.

Solution attempts: (1) Lecturing, (2) cheerleading, (3) monitoring,
(4) trying to fix or help (e.g, calling friends, shopping), and
(5) others’ solutions revolved around suggesting that nothing

' was wrong

Chent's minimal goals: To observe Brandy smiling more. Other
goals included verification of the genetic depression theory
and suggestions about how to help Brandy.

Client’s theory of change: Brandy was genetically disposed to de-

pression, just as were Bonnie and her mother.

DISCOVERING POSSIBILITIES

The questions school practitioners ask powerfully determine the di-

“rection and success of the interview. Because we are not out to pro-
mote particular meanings or to distinguish between health, patholo-
gy, or other explanatory concepts, we are free to explore a variety of
ideas. Some ideas grow into relevant discussion, while others fade
away as it becomes apparent they are not helpful.

An important objective of interviewing is to discover possibili-
ties (exceptions, solutions, or conclusions) that (I)-permit a course of
action to address the problem; or (2) through redefinition, render
the problem as no longer a problem.

Exceptions and Solutions

The discovery of possibilities often emerges from exploration of ex-
ceptions and solution attempts. Questions based on exceptions and
solutions oftén lead to different viewpoints or new directions. Such
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questions empower students, teachers, and parents to utilize their
knowledge and skills.

Eileen and Max

Eileen was a 41-year-old single parent who expressed exasperation
about her 17-year-old son, Max’s, pot smoking, Investigating Eileen's
solution attempts revealed that she had tried a variety of things, in- .
cluding lectures, groundings, and education at a chemical dependen-
cy unit. These attempts did not influence Max’s regular, though not
debilitating, pot use. The counselor asked if Eileen was considering
any other solutions that she had not yet implemented. Eileen replied
that she was thinking of requiring a clean urine test before allowing
Max to participate in his favorite pastime of sailing. The practtioner
asked other questions to unfold and expand her ideas about solving
Max's pot abuse. Eilcen said that she had been pushed around for too
long by Max. She knew now that feeling guilty about her affair and
broken marriage just distracted her from taking a stand and doing
what needed to be done with Max. The interview was the only face-
to-face meeting. Two brief phone contacts indicated that Eileen ap-
plied her solution and Max stopped smoking pot.

The questions about her ideas highlighted Eileen’s creativity
and determination to address Max’s pot smoking, The discovered |
path led to an unfolding of self-empowering comments by Eileen
and a clear solution to her problem. ' :

Discovéring New Meanings

A major support for the significance of the interview process comes
from the experimental literature regarding memory. Memory can
no longer be thought of as an archival system of specific memories.
Instead, memories are continually reinterpreted during the course
of remembering (Rosenfield, 1988).

When students, teachers, and parents discuss a school problem,
they are not simply describing absolute facts. Instead, they are re-in-
terpreting the problem each time they discuss it. This creates the
possibility for alternative ways of viewing the problem. A new con-
nection or meaning may be discovered that permits a course of ac-






