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 c
 - w chool counselors have been encouraged to adopt a

 S family systems perspective in schools (Amatea, 1989;
 Amatea & Brown, 2000; Cams & Cams, 1997; Fish &
 Jain, 1997; Hinkle, 1993; Widerman & Widerman, 1995).
 A major concept of this approach suggests that prob-
 lems demonstrated by individuals are often a reaction to
 distress in the family unit (Carter & McGoldrick, 1999)
 and the consequence of patterns of interactions with
 others rather than singular events (Cams & Cams,
 1997). Gladding (1995) suggested that individuals do
 not develop or interact in isolation from significant oth-
 ers, while others have noted that the unit of intervention

 is the social context rather than the individual (Haley,
 1986, 1987; Hinkle, 1993; Peeks, 1993). Since individuals
 impact and are impacted by the systems of which they
 are a part (Minuchin, 1974), an appropriate strategy for
 working with students is to analyze problems from a
 systems perspective.

 The school is conceptualized as a system, and stu-
 dents are members of a family system. Schaef and Fas-
 sel (1992) described a school district as a mega system, a
 school as a system, and classrooms as subsystems. Sev-
 eral authors described families and schools as a coupled
 system (Amatea & Brown, 2000; Caffery, Erdman, &
 Cook, 2000). They saw each as a system in its own right
 with distinctive memberships and predictable ways of
 interacting. Thus, students bring to school the dynamics
 of their family systems, and they must function in
 another system. This larger ecosystem provides the

 360 ASCA • Professional School Counseling • 5:5 June 2002

This content downloaded from 
����������132.174.248.221 on Fri, 26 Apr 2024 16:37:55 +00:00����������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 environment in which student prob-
 lems evolve and the social context in

 which they can be analyzed and
 addressed by school counselors (Peeks,
 1990). Finally, family systems and
 school systems are subsystems of yet a
 larger ecosystem - the community
 (Walsh, 1982).

 The American School Counselor

 Association (1997, 1999) encourages a
 developmental approach to working
 with students and advocates that
 school counselors understand how aca-
 demics are related to the world of

 work, the family, and the community.
 Thus, a systemic perspective appears to
 be an effective framework for deliver-

 ing guidance and counseling services
 in schools (Davis, 2001; Hinkle & Wells,
 2001; Keys, Bemak, Carpenter, & King-
 Sears, 1998; Keys & Lockhart, 1999;
 Kraus, 1998; Nicoli, 1992; Sink & Yillik-
 Downer, 2001). The challenge is to help school coun-
 selors approach their work through such a perspective.
 The purpose of this article is to describe an approach
 used at Seattle Pacific University to provide school
 counseling students with a systemic perspective for
 delivering guidance and counseling services to schools
 and to suggest ways this type of learning experience
 could be adapted by school counselors to enhance
 school- and district-wide collaboration in implementing
 and managing a comprehensive school counseling
 program.

 The Blakely Island Learning
 Experience
 At Seattle Pacific University, future school counselors
 are provided an opportunity to implement and analyze
 an ecosystem of their own making by creating a new
 community at the university's science field station on
 Blakely Island. As one student said, "When we landed
 on the island, it became obvious that we were the only
 ones around. We had to develop relationships with each
 other."

 The need for students to develop relationships with
 each other begins with a boat trip to the island. Students
 soon distinguish several subgroups on board - fellow
 students, faculty members, families of faculty, and the
 boat's crew. Upon arrival at Blakely Island, the field sta-
 tion resident managers welcome everyone to the island
 and take them to the facility. Thus, another subsystem is
 introduced and comes into play. Without their con-
 sciously knowing it and analogous to a family and
 school working together to resolve a problem (Amatea
 & Brown, 2000), students are becoming members of an
 emerging ecosystem.

 Elements of the Learning
 Experience
 This island experience is designed to
 provide an introduction to systems the-
 ory and encourage students to create
 and maintain an open and collaborative
 community (i.e., system). Primarily
 experiential in design, activities are
 completed with minimal instructions
 being provided as the weekend pro-
 gresses. All activities evolve deliber-
 ately and at a relaxed pace consistent
 with the surroundings of the island and
 the students' need to integrate what
 they are learning. Time is allotted to
 discuss what has been learned follow-

 ing each planned activity.
 Students first learn they must nego-

 tiate their lodgings with little direction
 including the selection of a roommate.
 Students report that this decision is
 facilitated greatly by the initial interac-

 tions they experience with other members of the cohort
 aboard the chartered boat. Here they experience an
 important concept of systems thinking. Decisions are
 made according to a system of rules and boundaries cre-
 ated by each family in order to maintain stability within
 the system (Fish & Jain, 1997).

 Once roommates are chosen, rooms selected, and
 luggage stowed, students and faculty participate in an
 icebreaker in the dormitory atrium. Widerman and
 Widerman (1995) suggested that interactional games
 provide an understanding of the ways individuals inter-
 act in their environment. Although this activity provides
 faculty the opportunity to observe the interaction pat-
 terns of individuals in the new cohort, what is more

 important is that the activity enables all members of the
 emerging ecosystem to develop in the presence of sig-
 nificant others (Gladding, 1995).

 Dinner is served in the lodge followed by a brief
 introduction to the science field station by one of its res-
 ident managers. Rules to follow at the station are
 described, and system boundaries are explored. For
 example, students learn important safety rules since
 there is no medical facility on the island. Guidelines for
 exploring the island are provided since some homeown-
 ers on the island do not welcome visitors. Such informa-

 tion indirectly identifies a larger ecosystem surrounding
 the science field station community.

 The culminating activity of the initial evening is the
 showing of the film Parenthood (Grazer & Howard,
 1990). Students are asked to watch how the nuclear and
 extended families in the film impact each other. This
 nonacademic, humorous, insightful film keeps the atten-
 tion of students after a long day while effectively
 demonstrating how subsystems influence the entire sys-
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 tem and how the whole system
 impacts its subsystems. Following the
 film, students are divided into small
 groups, given poster paper and mark-
 ers, and asked to create a graphic
 metaphor representative of what they
 saw in the film.

 The following morning, each group
 presents its graphic metaphor. As the
 presentations are made, it is evident
 that individuals within each group
 have begun to establish roles (e.g., lead-
 ers, collaborators, risk-takers). This
 occurrence is consistent with Cams and

 Cams (1997) suggestion that individual
 members of an ecosystem play specific
 roles. Without hearing a formal presen-
 tation regarding systems theory, stu-
 dents begin describing several of its
 elements minus the vocabulary of sys-
 tems thinking. In fact, they typically
 make vague references that they them-
 selves are members of an emerging community (i.e.,
 system).

 It is only after these student presentations that a for-
 mal lecture on systems theory is given by faculty. The-
 ory, vocabulary, key ideas, illustrations, and application
 in schools are all explored. For example, students
 explore four major elements of an ecosystem as
 described by Amatea and Brown (2000). First, an ecosys-
 tem is the social context in which an individual's behav-

 ior is developed and demonstrated as a result of the
 ongoing communication of system members regarding
 the individual and her or his problem. Second, an indi-
 vidual's problem often is maintained by the responses
 of others. Third, responses to the problem may become
 the problem. Finally, changing the patterns that give rise
 to and maintain the problem is the goal of a systemic
 approach to working with individuals.

 A number of systems theory concepts are explored
 and experienced by students throughout this learning
 experience. They include linear and systemic
 approaches (Haley, 1986); family structure (Nichols &
 Everett, 1986); rules and boundaries (Cams & Cams,
 1997; Fish & Jain, 1997; Gladding, 1995; Home, 1991;
 Minuchin, 1974); equilibrium/homeostasis (Cams &
 Cams; Home; Kerr & Bowen, 1988); system stressors
 (Carter & McGoldrick, 1999; Guerin & Katz, 1984; Kerr
 & Bowen; Rutter, 1985); triangulation (Guerin & Katz),
 first and second order changes (Carter & McGoldrick),
 and reframing (Bowman & Goldberg, 1983; Cams &
 Cams). Each of these concepts serves to inform students
 of the nature of systems and how they impact those
 with whom they will work in schools.

 Efforts are made throughout the weekend to assist
 students to integrate theory, research, ideas in Parent-

 hood (Grazer & Howard, 1990), and
 their own experience creating a repre-
 sentative metaphor with others. Exam-
 ples using a systemic approach to
 working with children in K-12 schools
 are given. Such an orientation leads
 them to recognize there are times when
 it is appropriate and potentially more
 effective to work with the significant
 others in a student's ecosystem than it
 is to work with that individual directly.

 Following this brief instructional
 period, our experience is that students
 begin to conceptualize the science field
 station and its subsystems as the
 emerging ecosystem. Before thinking
 this for too long, students are loaded
 into vans for a drive to an unan-

 nounced destination. It is on this ride

 through the forest, that they begin to
 recognize that the system and its sub-
 systems they have created and defined

 is but a subsystem of an entire island, a small part of
 something much larger that impacts their system. How-
 ever, they are in for one more surprise.

 After parking the vans and taking a short walk
 through the trees, students suddenly arrive at Blakely
 Peak, the highest point on the island. Just when they are
 beginning to see the science field station as a subsystem
 of an island's system, they visualize this island is but a
 subsystem of an even larger system. Before them and in
 the distance are the islands that make up the archipel-
 ago known as the San Juan Islands.

 While at Blakely Peak, students are provided a time
 in which to discuss their experience by articulating and
 applying what they have been learning. As school coun-
 selors, they will be working with students representing
 many family systems in a school system that is part of a
 community system. At the top of an island, they are
 able to "see" what they have been learning.

 Following a ride back to the science field station
 and lunch, students are given several hours of free time.
 They decide how they will spend this time and with
 whom they will spend it. The purpose of this unstruc-
 tured period is to provide students an opportunity to
 explore additional elements of their ever-expanding
 ecosystem, interact with significant others in the system,
 and integrate and apply what they have learned.

 Through one last activity, the students' newly
 acquired systems perspective is reinforced by having
 them form a circle and asking them to connect them-
 selves with a rope. Each student throws the rope to
 another student regardless of where that student is posi-
 tioned in the circle. After every student is connected to
 every other student, they are asked to pull on the rope.
 Each feels the pressure and impact of others. In a simple

 igl
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 but concrete way, they experience how each individual
 impacts all others and how all others impact individual
 students.

 Before loading up the vans for the trip back to the
 dock and the boat home, students sharing a suite (i.e., a
 subsystem) clean their rooms. Interacting together, they
 prepare the science field station for the next occupants
 and thus impact a future ecosystem. Already having
 recognized the significant role the resident managers
 played in their emerging system, students see the crew
 differently on the boat ride home. Later analysis by stu-
 dents informed the faculty that they also consider the
 crew an important subsystem to the success of the entire
 ecosystem they have experienced.

 Follow-Up Activity
 Upon returning to campus, students are given a final
 assignment to assist professors evaluate what they have
 learned. First, they are asked to view the film Mindzvalk
 (Cohen & Capra, 1992). In contrast to Parenthood (Grazer
 & Howard, 1990), this film provides a theoretical discus-
 sion, exploration, and application of systems theory.
 Students are encouraged to watch this film with others
 who attended the class on Blakely Island.

 Goldenberg and Goldenberg (1991) suggested the
 importance of reading the professional literature regard-
 ing family counseling theory. Therefore, students are
 required to read several articles about systems theory
 and write a formal paper in which they analyze the
 weekend on Blakely Island from a systemic point of
 view. They are directed to use a descriptive metaphor
 and apply systems theory to their experience. Finally,
 students are asked to attach a graphic presentation of
 their metaphor to their paper. Watching the film Mind-
 walk (Cohen & Capra, 1992), the development of their
 paper, and a graphically presented metaphor enables
 students to synthesize all they have learned and experi-
 enced on Blakely Island.

 Outcomes

 To what degree does this experiential weekend encour-
 age students to use a systems approach in their work?
 Many students follow the suggestion to watch the film
 Mindwalk (Cohen & Capra, 1992) with other students.
 This indicates their continued interaction with members

 of the system, serves to strengthen a collaborative mind-
 set, and helps maintain the system they created.

 Members of the faculty particularly note the degree
 to which a systems perspective is applied by students in
 their subsequent courses. For example, one of the first
 courses students complete following this learning expe-
 rience is Advanced Developmental Foundations.
 Almost without exception, students apply a systems
 perspective as they explore the fact that students do not
 develop in isolation but within the context of a family
 system. Likewise, at the end of the program when stu-

 dents are completing their school counseling internship,
 students often remind each other during group supervi-
 sion to think about including the family or community
 resources when working with a challenging student.

 With the exception of the required final paper, we
 have primarily chosen to measure student performance
 by noting the degree to which students apply a systems
 perspective throughout the school counseling program.
 We believe this is consistent with teaching systems the-
 ory using an experiential approach.

 Implications for School Counselors
 There are many ways in which this type of learning
 experience could be adapted by school counselors to
 enhance district- and school-wide collaboration in the

 implementation and management of a comprehensive
 school counseling program (Dahir, 2001). In our view,
 for comprehensive programs to be effective and fully
 operational, district and school-level staff, faculty, and
 administrators need to work well together. That is, they
 must adopt a systems perspective (e.g., Cams & Cams,
 1997; Keys & Lockhart, 1999). Parents and community
 members need to be involved as well. Open communi-
 cation must, therefore, be encouraged and program
 ownership shared by all educators (Rowley, 2000; Sink
 & Yillik-Downer, 2001). In short, educators operating
 within a comprehensive program must see their indi-
 vidual and common responsibilities in helping students
 master various competencies across various develop-
 mental domains (e.g., personal/ social, educational, and
 career).

 Consequently, we propose that a Blakely-like expe-
 rience could be devised, where key educators across the
 district (or within a particular school) join the counsel-
 ing staff (e.g., school counselors, mental health practi-
 tioners, drug and alcohol specialists, school
 psychologists) for some concentrated time away from
 the day-to-day routine. In consultation with representa-
 tives from each school building, K-12 counselors would
 take the lead in formulating a "hands on" learning
 experience that include these overarching goals: (a) to
 build consensus, cohesiveness, and a sense of commu-
 nity among all attendees, (b) to encourage everyone
 impacting students to work systemically, and (c) to har-
 ness this collaborative energy and spirit to further the
 aims of the comprehensive program.

 Obviously, logistical considerations will need to be
 "hammered out" in several planning meetings. For
 instance, administrators will need to consult with their
 staff and faculty to determine a good time to hold such
 an extended gathering. Consider implementing this
 approach early in the school year to enable participants
 to carry the energy created by this experience into their
 work with students and families. A Friday afternoon
 experience that stretches at least into the evening could
 be arranged. It may even be possible for participants to
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 remain at a retreat center overnight,
 enhancing the community-building
 process.

 The optimal number of attendees
 should be explored in light of budget
 constraints and other pragmatic con-
 cerns (e.g., food, size of the facility,
 number of group facilitators needed).
 Because a level of intimacy is required,
 we suggest up to 25 participants be
 involved at one time. Depending on
 the level of comfort and extravagance
 desired, the costs for staging such an
 event can range between $65 and $150.
 Release time costs will also have to be

 factored into the budget. If the experi-
 ential process lasts only through the
 evening, the resources required might
 be fairly minimal.

 Selecting the right location is also
 vital. Going off to some inviting locale
 enhances the motivational level of

 potential attendees. We have found that several rela-
 tively isolated and low-cost facilities that encourage a
 systemic perspective are available to the public within
 city limits. Where travel time is a major determinant of
 whether people participate or not, the planning commit-
 tee might look for some community center or park facil-
 ity, where attractive meeting rooms are available.

 Counselors should refresh the potential attendees
 on systems theory, and if needed, on the fundamentals
 of comprehensive school counseling programs. This
 information could be included either in the first few

 hours of the experience or, if possible, given in a prelim-
 inary in-service or staff meeting. In order to build inter-
 est in attending the actual event, the in-service's content
 should be basic and practical, but the presentation
 needs to be lively, engaging, and enjoyable. Perhaps, an
 outside speaker could be brought in to facilitate these
 discussions.

 An important element of this learning approach is
 its experiential nature. In addition to exploring systems
 from a theoretical perspective, participants spend the
 majority of time actively collaborating with others and
 experiencing their impact on the system and the sys-
 tem's impact on them. Therefore, providing some time
 to debrief what they have learned can serve to enhance
 the learning experience. This can be accomplished as a
 culminating activity or in a follow-up meeting sched-
 uled at school or a district facility.

 Finally, it is important to monitor and assess the
 degree to which an increased sense of community and
 collaboration among key educators has resulted from
 this experience. This can be accomplished through
 observation, anecdotal records, or survey data.

 Concluding Remarks
 Using a systems perspective has been
 advocated as an effective approach for
 helping students solve problems. Simi-
 larly, comprehensive school counseling
 programs that incorporate systems
 thinking appear to assist students to
 meet various educational, career, and
 personal/ social standards (Lapan,
 2001). The experiential approach
 described may provide school counsel-
 ing students as well as K-12 educators
 with a better understanding of systems
 theory, while enhancing staff and fac-
 ulty collaboration and cohesiveness.
 Recommendations for the effective

 implementation of such a learning
 experience are specified as well. If these
 experiences are productive for educa-
 tors, they may also be extended to stu-
 dents. Counselors could develop
 off-campus, full-day, or overnight

 events that focus on relevant and collaborative commu-

 nity-building experiences. Other hands on experiences,
 for example, could be more specifically aimed at reduc-
 ing racial and ethnic tensions, implementing a school-
 wide sexual harassment policy, a cross-age mentoring
 program, or training peer helpers. ■
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