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CONTINUAL PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

By Jared Bingham, LPC, MAC Executive Director for D7 Treatment Program
A Seven Challenges Provider

“The Seven Challenges program does not limit what issues youth can present at a
session... Counselors with various levels of professional training deliver the program...
That’s why we have adopted the model of Continual Professional Development. We
expect all counselors to go to clinical supervisors for help with questions and issues on a
regular basis.” --The Seven Challenges Manual pg. 47

| define professional development as the ability of counselors to look at their counseling skills:
see areas of weakness, consider what strengths they would like to develop, and then actively
pursue education or skill upgrades to improve their professional competency. Continual
professional development means that once a certain skill is mastered, the counselor moves on to
the next area of concentration and improves it in the same fashion. This is vitally important to
counseling proficiency and therefore to running an effective counseling program. When
providing Seven Challenges counseling, any topic could be brought up by the client as a working
issue. No counselor knows everything about every possible presenting problem. Therefore,
counselors must be attempting to continually upgrade their skills and abilities in order to
effectively meet the broad list of issues clients present in sessions. Without appropriate
prompting, some counselors may not worry about such matters and thereby deny clients the top-
notch help that is needed. Mechanisms for continual professional development can be
purposefully implemented at the agency level. | have utilized five areas of focus to encourage
continual professional development by my staff:

Role Modeling

Hiring

Onboarding

Counselor Skills & Technique Improvement
Special Meetings

orwdPE

Be a Role Model
In Seven Challenges, the term “Leader” is used for a reason. Good leaders set the bar high and

help their staff attain success. It is hoped that staff will aspire to reach the level a Leader
establishes. | try to visibly demonstrate a high bar by role modeling myself as someone who
seeks to constantly develop professionally. | am an avid reader of books, especially books on
counseling. | constantly share with my staff information I learn in the books. I look for training
opportunities whether they are online or in person that will give my counselors or me a new skill



set or strategy for effective counseling. After | attend training, | bring back and share what | have
learned. When | send my staff to training, | expect that they will learn something. After every
training event I ask them “Therefore what?”” meaning, what did you learn?

When it comes to The Seven Challenges, | want to provide coaching grounded in reality. To do
this I have to immerse myself in the program. As the director of an agency, my job is primarily
administrative; I don’t regularly have a large caseload of clients to see or any groups to conduct.
However, when we first implemented The Seven Challenges, | co-led a group for 90 days with
the counselor who was going to be doing it full time. | wanted to personally experience how the
program works. I’ve done this at other times when something new is introduced. Whenever 1 feel
a disconnect in my mind between theory and practice, | go back into working with clients. When
my agency began piloting the adult version of the Seven Challenges, | took on one client and
gave her the adult version of the journals. She was working on them as Dr. Schwebel was writing
them. | wanted to know what was in them and how clients might respond, so I could help guide
counselors through questions they would have.

Hiring

Counseling excellence starts with who you hire. My primary focus is on the initial interview that
is used to screen potential applicants. A hunger to learn is among the top traits that | value. Thus
far | have struggled with training for that eagerness. It has been easier to hire for it up-front
rather than try to kindle it later. Some applicants are more open to learning than others. Once
when my team and | were conducting interviews, we had a counselor with lots of varied
experience who had interviewed really well. T thought we’d probably be offering the job to him.
Our last interview of the day featured a counselor who had just completed school. She asked and
answered questions that let us know she was hungry to learn more and was specifically looking
to land at a place that would purposefully teach her more than she then knew. We ultimately
offered her the job. Over time | have learned that if you ask about it at interviews, most
applicants will say they want to learn more, so you don’t always know what to believe. Below
are two questions | ask in an attempt to flush out those who are truly hungry to learn more. One
of them is:

“What did you do to prepare for this interview today?”

I’ve received various responses to this question. All the way from, “I drove here” to “I looked up
your Facebook page and your website and | actually have some questions about the Seven
Challenges. I’d never heard of it before; I looked up their website and am really interested in
learning more. What can you tell me about it?”” (Guess who was offered the job?) I tend to think
that level of preparation for an interview will mirror other levels of effort in professional work
life. Hungry learners are going to do research about the company before they come to an
interview.



My other question: Could you please tell me about the most recent thing you have done to
upgrade your counseling skills?

On this one, 1 am looking to see what kind of initiative they have as well as the effort they invest
in their own professional development. I’m also interested whether this upgrade was initiated by
their previous employer or self-initiated. | often follow up by asking how they integrated what
they learned into their counseling sessions to see how this knowledge find its way into practice.

Onboarding

Onboarding is a term I borrowed from the business/human resources realm. It is defined as “the
action or process of integrating a new employee into an organization or familiarizing a new
customer or client with one's products or services.” Once we’ve hired the “hungry learner,”
those first 90 days are important to ensuring they succeed long term. The Seven Challenges
program comes with minimum requirements for new counselors in order to meet fidelity
standards. | challenge my staff to attain a higher level of competency by my willingness to
exceed the minimum. For example, when we bring a new employee on that will be doing Seven
Challenges, I’ve learned that investing more than ten hours in initial training leads to increased
effectiveness.

Our “onboarding” process starts with the required 10 hours of training during the first week of
employment, and then more. Also, during that first week, | have trainees observe several
competent counselors conducting Seven Challenges groups, so they can see it modeled. That
way they can see different styles of working with clients. | also point out that meeting fidelity
requirement does not limit individual initiative. We want the program enhanced by the skills that
counselors already possess.

After the first week of training, a Seven Challenge Leader sits in with the new counselor in one
of the groups the counselor will facilitate and serves as clinical supervisor. It is the same group
every week for the first 90 days of employment. The counselor may run additional groups, but
they have at least one that they co-lead with a leader. In the beginning, the clinical supervisor
facilitates the group and the new counselor watches to learn, without the pressure of
participating. But with each passing week, the supervisor fades and the new counselor takes on a
more prominent role within the group, so that after 12 weeks the counselor leads the session and
the supervisor participates minimally. To make this transition effective, the supervisor meets
with the counselor individually on a weekly basis to review the details of the previous group and
explain the strategies he or she used. Together, they strategize how the new counselor will
increase his or her role in the group the following week. This also gives the new counselor a
chance to talk through any difficulties, questions, challenges that might be happening in other
groups they are running.



Counseling Skills and Technique Improvement.

Counselors may come to our organization without much practical experience in the field. A
counseling relationship is unlike any other. | need counselors to understand that unique
relationship and some of the skills that underlie it. There are many counseling skills, so as a
baseline I have chosen to focus on what have been called “microskills.” These relate specifically
to how a counselor interacts with a client to express empathy, build a relationship, and encourage
sharing. Examples include: feeling reflections, open and closed ended questions, congruency,
observation of both verbal and non-verbal forms of client communication, summarizing,
paraphrasing, structuring a session, etc. Knowing the skills and when to use them is critical to
professional development.

Beyond the general skills of counseling, counselors may favor a certain theoretical approach.
Counselors should learn how to make the techniques associated with their chosen theory work
within the Seven Challenges model. For example, those who use Dialectical Behavior Therapy
should be proficient in conducting a Behavioral Chain Analysis. Those who do Gestalt Therapy
should be proficient in the empty chair technique. Each and every counseling approach has its
own set of techniques and strategies involved in order to effectively deliver that treatment. | ask
counselors to identify what theory they are operating from, so we can give feedback specific to
what they are trying to accomplish. Seven Challenges’ requirements are broad enough to work
with many theoretical approaches and the techniques associated with them.

Special Meetings

I hold two meetings, one weekly and one monthly, to help counselors develop professional skills.
One of the requirements of a Seven Challenges leader is to provide weekly supervision to all the
counselors using the model. We’ve always conducted group meetings to satisfy the requirement,
and it has evolved over time. We strive to make meetings ever more effective. Our current
version we have entitled our WTF Meeting with WTF standing for Where’s The Fidelity.

For example, when we brought on the adult pilot project and added several counselors to our
meeting, | started by structuring the meeting much like a Seven Challenges group. | asked each
counselor to bring a working issue; some questions or concerns they had with the model or the
counseling they had provided in the previous week. | also had a copy of The Gift of Therapy by
Irvin Yalom from which we selected readings in much the same way we use Leap of Power in
the therapy groups. We would discuss the working issues and then I’d select a reading that
focused on a relevant counseling skill or concept, and we would take turns reading that.

After doing this for about four months I noticed a shift in my counselors. They were getting
better at implementation -- they had fewer questions. Sometimes it seemed like they asked
questions more to fill the time than to learn. I didn’t want the meeting to lag or become tedious,
so | shifted direction to maximize professional development. | still allowed ten minutes at the



start of the meeting for any team member to address issues of concern. But now | gave each
counselor a digital recorder and had them sign up for times to bring in recordings of individual or
group therapy sessions, in order to receive feedback from their peers. The featured counselor got
to pick what to record and which segment of the session to play. After the segment was played, |
asked the featured counselor to identify anything he/she learned by listening. There is often a gap
between what the counselor thinks happened in the session and what actually transpired. | have
had counselors in a shocked voice literally say, “I can’t believe I said that!” after hearing
themselves on the recording. Self-realization can have profound impact.

| also let the other counselors on the team give feedback. | strongly encourage each team
member to give feedback both on what went well and what could be improved. | offer feedback
last. I’ve learned that if I go first, then others participate less. Plus, | always delight in seeing
who has picked up the same things I noticed. This process helps me screen for future leaders.
When | initiated this process, | let the recording run uninterrupted. Now, I stop the recording
several times after the client has said something and will ask others in the room: “How would
you respond to that?” Then we can compare and contrast various possibilities. This practice
keeps the entire room involved throughout the recording. They never know when they might be
called on for a response. It also gives the featured counselor an opportunity to hear multiple
points of view on their session. | love this practice because every week | have counselors who
are presenting a case and asking themselves questions like: “How would I do that differently if |
had another opportunity?” “Is there a better strategy?”’

In addition to the weekly WTF meeting that covers a multitude of working issues, the second
meeting, held once a month, is called Program Development Meeting. As mentioned earlier,
clients can come in with a multitude of types of working issues. The function of the Program
Development Meeting is to cover in more detail and in greater depth the various issues that a
counselor might encounter. Topics like anxiety, depression, sleep disorders, anger management,
relapse prevention, and family issues have been covered. | try to bring the latest research on each
of these topics and point out strategies and resources for the counselors to use in the future.

In summary, I‘ve described five practices I, as an agency director and Seven Challenges leader,
have used to foster a culture of continual professional development. The first practice relates to
setting an example. The next two concern how | bring people in to the agency and the Seven
Challenges model. The final two are how | deliberately put the “continual” in continual
professional development. When | initially decided to write about this, I had considered
including a section dealing with how to handle those who aren’t receptive. Then | realized it was
unnecessary because in my experience thus far, these five approaches have done the job, without
needing corrective action. | hope you consider incorporating one or more of these types of
strategies into your Leadership practice as you bring up the level of your agency’s continual
professional development.



