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Therapist instructions for use of BEHAVIORAL CHECK SHEET USE

Assuming that the prior therapeutic steps of joining with the family and problem identification have been carried out, the therapist initiates a strategy to help the parents more closely identify and monitor the child’s misbehaviors at school.  The therapist begins the directive by telling the parents alone, that there is a vital need for them to obtain information on a more frequent basis concerning their child’s misbehavior prior to attempting to change the misbehaviors.  More specifically, parents are instructed to identify the frequency and nature of the child’s misbehavior.  The parents’ use of the cheek sheet is aimed at identifying, on a more immediate basis, the frequency and specific nature of the child’s misbehavior.  The single-page check sheet is offered as a means for collecting this data.  Although both parents are given instructions, the parent who is least emotionally linked with the child is directed to explain the instructions to the child.  The following specific instructions are offered by the therapist to the parents seen in session without the children present:

1. Ask parents either to call of send a letter of explanation and request that the child’s teacher(s) merely check and sign the sheet for that period/day.  Parents are further instructed to request that the teacher leave the basic logistics of the check sheet operations with the child.

2. At home, have both parents present when introducing the check sheet to the child and be sure that they tell the child that he/she is to do the following:

a. The child is responsible for placing the check sheet on the teacher’s desk at the beginning of the period.

b. The child is responsible for picking up the sheet at the end of each period and for bringing it home.

c. The child is responsible for bringing it to the parents as soon as they arrive home.

3. The parent should confront the child if the check sheet is not offered as soon as the child arrives home.

4. In general, parents are to accept no excuses for the child’s failure to bring the check sheet home.  The least-involved parent is assigned the primary responsibility for monitoring the child and the other spouse is instructed to support that parent.

5. Parents are asked to voice to the therapist any problems that they foresee in using the check sheet and are required to think through their response to each type of excuse and actually rehearse those responses as necessary.

6. Parents are reminded that the key to success in using the check sheet is their willingness to block all excuses given and take whatever action is necessary to see that the child carries out his/her responsibility.

7. Parents are instructed not to review or act on the check sheet information during the first week of successful action in the child’s bringing home the check sheet.

8. Parents are requested to bring to the next therapy session the check sheets for discussion of any problems encountered in bringing home the check sheet.  Specific ways of dealing with any failures to bring home the check sheet are discussed at that time and specific actions by the parents are planned for use in the following week.

9. Only after the child has succeeded in bringing home the check sheet for a full week does the focus of therapy move to more specific means of dealing with the school misbehaviors.

10. Parents are informed that if homework is indicated on the check sheet, their child should be allowed 30 minutes to relax or unwind when he or she arrives at home and then be required to complete assignments before engaging in any other activities.  Parents are not to teach the homework but rather monitor that it is completed.

11. Finally, parents are reminded to stay with the check sheet use.  Long-standing school problems in the classroom will take a longer period to modify.  Parents are told to expect another series of misbehaviors by the child within several weeks as a further check of the parents’ firmness in maintaining the new behavior.  Only when the child has four to five weeks of reports of no misbehavior is it recommended that the parents reduce the frequency of bringing home the check sheet (e.g., two times per week-tues. & Fri.).

CASE ILLUSTRATION

The parents of Kevin, a 10-year-old boy, were contacted by his teacher as a result of Kevin’s misbehaviors in class.  The teacher recommended that Kevin and his parents meet with the school counselor for help with these problems.  The initial meeting with the counselor revealed that Kevin had become an increasing behavior problem at school with reports of tardiness, class disturbance, and poor work habits.  A focus on the family was developed at the outset by giving the family an important role to play in assessing the specifics of the problem behaviors.  The first session centered on problem identification by taking a brief child development history, which collected information from both parents and the child.  The child’s history and a family interview indicated that Kevin was not receiving appropriate types of attention from the parents.  In addition, the commitment of the parents to the importance of the child’s school behaviors was not clear to Kevin.  The mother tended to be overly involved with Kevin, but the father remained rather detached from discipline matters.


The checklist was chosen as a family-level intervention to help strengthen parental roles and clarify rules for Kevin.  Following the procedures described earlier, the parents were introduced to the check sheet concept.  The father was put in charge of monitoring the child’s actions, and the mother was given the role of support for the father.  The rationale given to the parents for its use was the need to more closely assess the nature of the specific misbehaviors to increase the appropriate intervention choices in dealing with the problem.


At the next session, the parents reported that the child successfully brought home the check sheet on only 3 days of the school week.  After closely questioning the parents, the counselor identified the specific difficulty of the mother’s reluctance to challenge the child’s excuse of not having enough time to get the check sheet from his last teacher.  A specific strategy was developed during the session to help the mother identify her own feelings that were blocking her from challenging the child’s excuse.  The counselor provided continuous encouragement and support to the parents.


By the next session, the parents reported complete success with the child in bringing home the check sheet.  The focus of the session then shifted to how the parents wished to deal with the specific misbehaviors identified from the check sheet data.  The parents were restrained by the counselor to act on only one specific type of misbehavior (e.g., talking in class) at a time.  In the sessions to follow, the counselor increased the interaction between the father and son as a strategy for dealing with school and homework activities.  Within six sessions, Kevin’s classroom misbehavior had begun to disappear and he showed an accompanying improvement in academic performance.  The parents reported an increased sense of control and satisfaction in their relationship with Kevin.


It has been our experience that this case is typical in that the use of the check sheet itself often effects a change in the school misbehaviors with little or no focus on directly changing the presenting problem.  The consistent application of the check sheet by the parents, when conceptualized from family systems framework, not only provides the basis for altering the presenting problem but also has the potential for providing preventative intervention and positive behavioral change for family members.

