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Training Curriculum - Part 2 

- The Voices Program for Girls: Theoretical Foundations 
and Program Overview 

-

by Stephanie S. Covington* 

Editor's Note: Voices: A Program of Self
Discovery and Empowernient is a new train
ing curriculum for girls. In this issue of 
WG&CJ, we publish the second of a two-part 
exce,pt from this important new volume. In 
this part, California psycho/,ogjst Stephanie S. 
Covington, awng with ca-authors Kate Cal
/won and Kmy Young; describe the program's 
psychological/ theoretical foundations and 
offer a ·practical overview of the program, focus
ing on the rok of facilitators. Voices consists of 
a 223-page, thre,e.,ri,ng binder Facilitator Guide 
($80), j1lus an 8().,page Participant journal 
($9.15 each). The full cost of these volumes 
includes a 10 % shipping and handling fee 
(plus a 7. 75% California saks lax where 
appropriate); these volumes can be purchased 
from the Center for Gender and Justice Institute 
for Relational Development, 7946 Ivanhoe 
Ave., Ste. 201B, Lajolla, CA 92037, (858) 
454-8528, (website) www.cenlerforgen
deraruy"ustice.org. In this excerpt, some lan
guage has been altered slightly from the origi
nal and specific references have been dekted 
( all of tlzese are avail.able in the full do'!l.lment). 

Theoretical Foundation 

The framework for the Voices program 
is based on the following theories: psy
chological development, attachment, 
resilience, addiction, and trauma. The 
various treatment strategies used in the 
program apply these themies to create 
the therapeutic process. 

Psychological Development. Designing 
effective programs for girls requires a clear 
understanding of girls' psychological devel
opment Traditional theories of psychology 
describe "development" as a climb from 
childlike dependence to mature inde
pendence, where the goal is to become a 
self-sufficient, clearly differentiated, 
autonomous self In contrast,Jean Baker 
Miller, in her 1976 book, Toward a New 
Psychology of Women, found that a girl 
or woman develops a sense of self and self-. 
worth when her actions arise out of, and 
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lead back into, connections with others. 
Because of their desire for connection, 
girls tend to give up their sense of self and 
their own voices to be in relationship with 
and acceptable to others, primarily boys. 
This desire for connection reaches a high 
point in adolescence, and girls will enter 
into unhealthy connections when healthy 
connections are not available, in order to 
avoid isolation. 

A gende1'-responsive program based on 
relational theory creates an empowerment 
model that can reproduce five c1itical out-

dation for the child's future relationships. 
vVhen this attachment is unhealthy or 
not available, the child can be negative
ly affected for life. Those who experience 
disruptions in attachment during child
hood (who have not had healthy, growth
foste1ing relationships) often use drugs 
later to connect with a drug-dependent 
partner, to deal with hurt and pain in 
their relationships, and to maintain rela
tionships. 

According to Ainsworth, there are dif
ferent types of attachment: 

"Rather than viewing rel.ationships as signs of weakness 
or dependence or even just as a saurce of support, 
we may view them as signs of rel.ational strengths, 

cmnpetence and empowerment. " 

comes: increased zest and vitality, empow
erment to act, knowledge of self and oth
ers, a sense of self-worth, and a desire for 
more connection. As Jan Surrey states, 
"rather than viewing relationships as signs 
of weakness or dependence or even just as 
a source of support, we may view them as 
signs of relational strengths, competence 
and empowerment." 

Attachment. Attachment theory is 
based on the early work of Harlow and 
Bowlby and has been expanded on by 
Ainsworth, Stern, and Winnicot. Bowlby 
believed that a child's proximity to, affec
tion for, and interaction with a parent is 
the foundation that creates a secure 
attachment. Attachment behavior is bio
logically based. "The emotional com
munication occurring within attachment 
relationships is the primary experience 
that organizes and regulates the brain 
circuits which mediate self monitoring, 
self regulation, and social relatedness." 

Attachment is formed between the pri
mary caregiver and the child, through 
day-to-day activities, such as providing 
food and comfort. This first relationship, 
often with the mother, becomes the foun-

•Secure attachment, in which the child 
is confident that the primary attach
ment figure (s) will be available, 
responsive, and helpful-especially in 
adverse situations. These children feel 
safe and are clear about self/ other 
boundaries; 

•Avoidant attachment, in which the 
child is unsure that the primary attach
ment figure ( s) will be available or help
ful when needed. These children expe
rience separation anxiety; and 

•Ambivalent attachment or anxious
avoidant attachment, in which the 
child has no confidence that his or her 
needs will be met or responded to. 
Such children often feel rejected and 
criticized. 

Resilience. The term fostering resi
lience often is used in discussions of issues 
of youth. The definition of resilience is 
related to the question: Why is it that 
some people make it through the stress
es and difficult situations in their lives, 
while others get weighed down and stuck 
in life's struggles? Those who have stud
ied resilience argue that there are cer-

See VOICES, next page 
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tain skills that are learned at a young age 
that can make a person more resilient 
and, therefore, apt to have fewer diffi
culties in coping with life's stressors. 
There are "protective factors" that help 
some individua)s--{:ven those who face a 
great deal of adversity in their lives-to 
overcome life's difficulties. Protective fac
tors are not just personal characteristics; 
they are the result of a person's experi
ences in his or her immediate environ
ment, including family, school, and com
munity. 

There are tools that may be helpful in 
measuring levels of resilience. For exam
ple, the Adolescent Resiliency Attitudes 
Scale (A.R.A.S) is based on the work of 
Steven Wolin and Sybil Wolin. The 
A.R.A.S uses the following seven indica
tors of resilience to determine an indi
vidual's level of resilience: insight, inde
pendence, relationships, initiative, 
creativity, humor, and morality. 

A quote often used is that a resilient 
child is one who, "works well, plays well 
and loves well." This implies that the 
resilient child has learned to cope with 
adversity in a way that allows her or him 
to move on from stressful situations and 
to participate in the enjoyment of life. 
Resilient children have confidence that, 
although they may be experiencing dif
ficulties at this particular time, things will 
change for the better in the future. 

According to Greene, Peters, and Asso
ciates, a girl who is resilient tends to have: 

• A close relationship with at least one 
adult that she trusts and who cares for 
her; 

•Significant adults in her life (e.g., par
ents, teachers, counselors, community 
leaders; elders) who have high expec
tations of her; and 

•The opportunity to meet positive role 
models and mentors through com
munity involvement. 

Addiction. Health professionals in 
many disciplines have revised their con
cepts of disease. A more holistic view of 
health acknowledges not only the physi
cal aspects of disease but also the emo
tional, psychological, and spiritual aspects. 
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) was one of 
the first proponents of a holistic health 
model of addiction; the concept of addic
tion as a disease has now gained wide 
acceptance. Because so many young peo
ple begin to abuse alcohol and other 

drugs at an early age, addiction is being 
called a "pediatric-acquired disease." 

The theoretical model of addiction 
used in Voices expands this holistic per
spective. It addresses the complexity of 
issues in the lives of young women who 
have substance-use disorders, including 
genetic predispositions toward addiction, 
histories of abuse, health consequences, 
shame, isolation, or any combination of 
these. For example, although some young 
women may have genetic predispositions 
to addiction, it is important in this pro
gram to acknowledge that many of them 
have grown up in environments in which 
drug dealing and addiction are ways of 
life. v\7hen addiction has been a core part 
of a girl's life, the treatment process 
requires a holistic, multidimensional 
approach. 

and they may live with adversity stemming 
from oppressive policies and laws that 
obstruct their ability to move forward. 
These examples emphasize that it is 
important to think about the whole person 
when considering drug and alcohol 
abuse. 

Trauma. Many young women have 
experienced abuse or other traumatic 
events in their lives. The diagnostic man
ual used by mental-health providers 
(DSM IV-TR) defines trauma as, "involv
ing direct personal experience of an event 
that involves actual or threatened death 
or serious injury, or other threat to one's 
physical integrity; or a threat to the phys
ical integrity of another person; or learn
ing about unexpected or violent death, 
serious harm, or threat of death or injury 
experienced by a family member or other 

Jifhy is it dtat some peoj)"le make it through the stresses and 
difficult situati,ons in their lives, while others get weighed 

down and stuck in life-s-struggles? 

It is important to understand that sub
stance abuse is different for girls than it 
is for boys. Young women often are in 
relationships with young men who "use" 
and give them drugs. In other words, they 
often use drugs with the young men they 
are involved with. (Covington, 2002). 
Research suggests that girls are more like
ly to become dependent on alcohol and 
other drugs than boys are and that the 
earlier girls start to "use," the more severe 
their problem use becomes. Often, girls 
who have substance-abuse problems also 
have problems with their parents, have 
been physically and/ or sexually abused, 
and suffer from mental-health problems. 

Young women cannot be separated 
from the influences that surround them. 
In considering girls' lik;elihood of using 
alcohol and other drugs, it is important 
to think about their environments. They 
may be genetically susceptible to drug 
and alcohol use because of generations 
of a9-diction, they may have experienced 
trauma in their lives that compels them 
to use drugs or alcohol to numb the pain, 
they may face social and economic 
oppression that is difficult to cope with, 
they may feel spiritually depleted and 
unconnected to the world around them, 

close associate. The person's response to 
the event must involve intense fear, help
lessness, or horror ( or in children, the 
response mtist involve disorganized or 
agitated behavior)." The word trauma is 
used to describe both the event and the 
reaction or response to the event. 

Trauma begins with an experience that 
overwhelms a person's normal coping 
mechanisms. There are both physiolog
ical and psychological reactions in 
response to the event: hyper-arousal, 
altered consciousness, numbing, etc. 
These are normal reactions to an abnor
mal or extreme situation. A young 
woman's nervous system then becon1es 
sensitized and is vulnerable to any future 
stressors in her life . .She may be triggered 
in her current life by reminders of the 
traumatic event that happened in the 
past. There may be nightmares and flash
backs to the earlier experience. This cre
ates a painful emotional state and affects 
subsequent behavior. 

Girls and boys both are at risk of phys
ical, sexual, and emotional abuse when 
they are young. Although sexual abuse 
in childhood is significantly higher for 
girls than for boys, girls are - propor
tionally - a higher percentage of victims 

See VOICES, page 7 
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of violence - including rape - than boys . 
Females in general are more likely to be 
exposed to physical abuse, rape, sexual 
molestation, childhood parental neglect, 
and childhood physical abuse. 

In adolescence, girls are more likely 
than boys to continue to be abused or 
assaulted, more often in private and by 
someone close to them, such as a date or 
a relative. Boys are less likely to be abused 
in close relationships. Their risk comes 
from peers or rivals (as in gangs). When 
males are assaulted or abused, it is more 
likely to be done in public and by 
strangers. This pattern carries on into 
adulthood. v\Tomen are most at risk from 
people they know, and men are p1imar
ily at risk from crime or war. 

Having an understanding of the im
pact of abuse and u·auma on the girls in 
the Voi= group is essential. 

Environment. One of the fundamen
tal elements in trauma treatment and 
theory is providing a safe environment. 
The importance of environment is 
stressed in the field of child psychology, 
which emphasizes that the optimum con
text for childhood development consists 
of a safe, nurturing, consistent environ
ment in which the child experiences 
warmth and a sense of being cared for 
and understood. These are the same envi
ronmental qualities that need to be devel
oped in girls' programs. 

A "therapeutic milieu" is a carefully 
arranged environment or culture that 
contains the following five elements, all 
of which are fundamental in both com
munity and institutional settings: 

• Attachment: A culture of belonging; 

• Containment: A culture of safety; 

• Communication: A culture of open
ness; 

• Involvement: A culture of participa
tion and citizenship; and 

• Agency: A culture of empowerment. 

The environment in many juvenile-:ius
tice settings is particularly challenging 
for young women with histories of trau
ma. Any therapeutic process will be 
unsuccessful if the environment mimics 
the behaviors of the dysfunctional sys
tems the girls have already expe1ienced. 
Rather, the design of program and treat
ment strategies should be aimed at undo
ing some of the prior damage. A thera
peutic environment's norms are 
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consciously designed to be different: safe
ty with oneself and with others is para
mount, and the entire environment is 
designed to create living and learning 
opportunities for everyone involved, staff 
and clients alike. · · · 

Safety. Safety is a critical and primary 
element when working·with girls. It is 
fundamental in all trauma-treatment 
models. Judith Herman developed a 
three-stage model of recovery from trau
ma; stage one focuses on self-care and 
safety in the pres.ent. Herman also 
emphasizes that a trauma survivor who 
is working on safety issues needs to be in 
a homogeneous group. This means that 

ing yourself on purpose." Self-harming 
behaviors often are used by girls to deal 
with the pain of abuse. Cutting and burn
ing are among the most common forms 
of self-harm. Successful treatment of self
inflicted violence (SIV) includes teach
ing young women new ways of coping 
with stressors so that underlying painful 
feelings can be dealt with. One of the 
challenges is abstinence from mood-alter
ing drugs, as these have a tendency to 
increase self-harming behavior. 

If you find that any of the girls in the 
group are hurting themselves, you will 
want to watch for other girls in the group 
who might be beginning this behavior. 

Many abused gi,r"fs use alcohol and/ or other drugs t:o 
medica_te their depression or anxiety because they 

krww no better ways t:o comfort themselves. 

it is important that the group be com
posed solely of girls and that the facilita
tor be female. 

Facilitators can help young women in 
the group to feel safe by trying to keep the 
program free of physical, emotional, and 
sexual harassment and by assessing any 
tisk of violence in the girl's home, school, 
and relationships. Facilitators also can 
help the young women to feel safe inter
nally by teaching them grounding and 
self-soothing techniques. Many abused 
girls use alcohol and/ or other drugs to 
medicate their depression or anxiety 
because they know no better ways to com
fort themselves. 

Self-Harm. 'The term self-inflicted vio
lence is best defined as the intentional 
harm to one's own body without con
scious suicidal intent. In simpler terms, 
the act of self-inflicted violence is hurt-

We Want to Hear From You 

Women, Girls & Crimi.naljustic,e 
welcomes articles, commentaries 

and letters to the editor. 
Submissions can be sent to: 

Russ Irnmarigeon at (518) 325-5925 
or russimrnarigeon@taconic.net. 

Clinicians have found that, in juvenile
justice and other residential settings, 
when one girl is cutting, carving, or burn
ing herself, others are more likely to begin 
to do the same. 

Program Overview 

The Voice5 cuniculum is contained in a 
Facilitator's Guide and an accompanying 
participant's journal. It was created to 
serve girls and young women between the 
ages of twelve and eighteen. A recent Girls 
Scouts of the USA report determined that 
there are three distinct age groups in 
which girls have common interests. It may 
be helpful to think about these groups 
and their specific needs in relating to the 
age group that you are working ·with: 

•Girls between 11 and 12 are anticipat
ing the transition to middle school, 
want to be liked, worry about fitting 
in, are community oriented, and are 
full of hope and wonder; 

•Girls between 13 and 15 are hig·hlyvul
nerable to peer pressure, focused on 
"me," focused on boys, want to be pop
ular, and are conscious of body image; 
and 

•Girls between 16 and 17 are feeling 
more independent, feeling more pres
sure to succeed in school and make 
something of themselves, looking for 
activities that improve skills, and feel
ing adult pressures. 

See VOICES, next j1age 
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Throughout this curriculum you will 
notice that the terms "girl" and "young 
woman" are used interchangeably. v\lhen 
you consider the language that you will 
use as the facilitator, think about the age 
range of the group members. Some feel 
that using "young women" for group 
members in early adolescence is "adul
tifying" and does the girls a disservice. 
However, it is respectful to use "young 
women" for older group members. 

This program is designed for facilita
tion in a group setting but can be adapt
ed for one-on-one use. The suggested 
number of participants per group is 
between six and ten. Ideally, the groups 
would be "closed," that is, the same girls 
would begin and end the program 
together. The curriculum can be adapt
ed for larger groups and open groups, if 
either is essential to the program setting. 

Voices addresses core themes of self, 
connection with others, healthy living, 
and the journey al1ead. Given the per
vasive impact of substance use in many 
girls' lives, this theme is woven through
out the sessions. In addition, skill build
ing in the areas of communication, 
ref-usal skills, anger management, stress 
management, and decision making is 
integrated across program topics. 

The curriculum promotes a strength
based approach that seeks to empower 
the girls and increase their sense of self. 
In using this kind of model, the facilita
tor helps the girls in the group to see the 
strengths and skills they already have that 
will aid in their growth and development. 
The curriculum also focuses on emo
tional development; dealing with expres
sion and containment of feelings are Ciit
ical parts of adolescent growth. 

The Vaices jm,rnal 
Each group member is provided a Voic

es Journal This journal serves as her per
sonalized tool for exploring and record
ing her experiences, thoughts, and 
feelings as she progresses through the 
program. 

The process and impact of journaling 
has been studied widely across many 
fields, including psychology, psychiatry, 
literature, art, and education. Research 
has generally revealed that journaling 
can be a valuable tool in self-exploration, 
healing, health improvement, problem 
solving, and coping with stress. Evidence 

suggests that journaling in general, and 
structured journaling specifically, is a 
powerful tool for personal growth and 
change. 

The Voices Journal utilizes a process 
called Interactive Journaling!9. Interactive 
.Journaling!9 is an experiential writing 
process that guides and motivates people 
toward positive lifestyle changes. This 
process was created with the assistance of 
over 250 professionals in the health and 
human services field. 

In the context of girls' lives, structured 
journaling provides an outlet for cre
ativity, personal expression, exploration, 
and application of new concepts and 

of the first activities in this program. This 
is an important discussion that sets the 
groundwork for the girls' senses of safe
ty, trust, and respect within the group. 

It is recommended that the girls be 
allowed to take their journals home 
between sessions and at the conclusion 
of the program. However, be aware that 
some girls may not feel comfortable or 
safe carrying their journals to school or 
home. Because of this, it is recom
mended that you give all group mem
bers the option of storing their journals 
in a designated, secure place onsite. Be 
sure to identify such a place. 

The curriculum promot:es a s-trength.:/Jased 
approach that seeks to empower the girls and 

increase their sense of self. 

skills. In the face of pressure to suppress 
girls' true selves, expression of feelings 
and ideas in the form of writing and 
drawing can be especially empowering 
and clarifying for group members. The 
Voices Journal becomes a personalized 
tool for exploration and growth. 

It is important to convey to group 
members that there are no right or 
wrong answers to the questions posed in 
the Voices Journal Penmanship and gram
mar are of no importance. The purpose 
of the journal is to provide group mem
bers a safe and structured place in which 
to explore their experiences, thoughts, 
and feelings. 

Confidentiality 

It is imperative that the confidential
ity of tl1e girls' responses in their jour
nals be respected. In order to build the 
trust necessary for the girls to share and 
learn from one another's experiences, 
an atmosphere of ll!utual respect and 
tolerance must be established. 

Some girls will hesitate to share their 
thoughts and feelings (both in the jour
nal and in group), for fear that their con
tributions will be judged or considered 
"wrong." As. a facilitator, you can help to 
minimize this hesitation by respecting 
the participants' privacy in regard to tl1eir 
journal responses and by validating all 
contributions made in the group. 

Establishing group agreements is one 

The Facilitator's Guide 

The first part of the Facilitator's Guide 
gives the facilitator some background 
information about girls and about the 
formation of the Voices program. 

The second part includes four mod
ules (or themes) with a total of eighteen 
90-minute sessions. The sessions may be 
arranged in a variety of ways. However, 
the curriculum is laid out in the sug
gested sequence. The four modules are: 

•Self (with sessions on Who Am I?, My 
Life Story, Breaking the Silence, the 
World Girls Live In, and Support and 
Inspiration); 

•Connectingwitl1 Others (with sessions 
on Communication, My Family, Moth
ers and Daughters, Friendship, Dat
ing and Sexuality, Supportive Rela
tionships, and Abusive Relationships); 

• Healthy Living (with sessions on Our 
Bodies, Emotional Wellness, Alcohol 
and Other Drugs, and Spirituality); 
and 

•The Journey Al1ead (with sessions on 
Crossroads and Packing for My Jour
ney). 

Each session is organized the follow
ing way: 

•The objectives, general topics to be 
covered, and mateiials needed are list
ed at the beginning of each session; 

. See VOICES, next page 
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•There is a check-in with the girls in 
the group at the beginning of each 
session; 

• Each session contains a teaching com
ponent-a segment in ·which the key 
topic(s) for the session are presented, 
to enhance the girls' understanding 
of the topic(s); 

• Each session contains an interactive 
component in which the girls discuss 
the issues, ask questions for clarifica
tion, and process the new informa
tion; 

• Each session contains an experiential 
component in which the girls do exer
cises to try out new skills, based on the 
information just presented, in a safe, 
supportive environment; and 

• Closure includes questions for the girls 
to think about until the next session. 

The third part of the Facilitators guide 
contains the script for the family sculp
ture, references, and a feed back form. 

Facilitating Voices 
The facilitator is to maintain the stI;Uc

ture of the group, move the group 
through each ses.sion, lead by example by 
having appropriate boundaries and by 
expressing or containing your feelings, 
and allow the girls to have their own 
experiences of the group .. 

You are encouraged to enhance the 
learning experience by tailoring the 
information and exercises to the condi
tions and needs of the participants. This 
may include an assessment of their cul
tural is.sues, educational and literacy lev
els, and unique concerns. In juvenile jus
tice settings, there may be additional 
considerations. 

What Makes a Good Facilitator? 

The following qualities in a facilitator 
will help to enstire a positive group expe
rience: 

• Trustworthiness; 

• Reliability and consistency; 

•Warmth and compassion; 

• Emotional maturity; 

• Healthy boundaries, respect for con
fidentiality; 

•Commitment to and interest in the 
girls' issues; 

• Multi-cultural sensitivity and respon
siveness; 
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• Appropriate gender (a female should 
facilitate all-fe.male groups); 

•Content expertise, if possible; and 

• Facilitation skills. 

Facilitating in a Juvenile Justice Set
ting. There are many unique challenges 
to being a facilitator in a juvenile justice 
setting, including issues of confidential
ity, support, group space, comfort, and 
security. It is par,ticularly important in 
this setting for the facilitator to provide 
confidentiality and emotional safety, as 
well as to be an advocate for the girls and 
the group. Often there is a "culture clash" 
in juvenile justice settings. Historically, 
the criminal justice system has been based 

your group. This is not only respectful; 
it will help your facilitation. Find out who 
they are, what they want to know and 
learn, their levels of experience, their 
current emotional states, their levels of 
functioning, and any particular group 
dynamics. You may wish to develop a 
questionnaire to help gather this infor
mation before the first session. Learn as 
much as you can ahead of time about 
the issues, concerns, and demographic 
profiles of the· girls in the group. These 
could include issues of race, class, and 
culture. 

Girls need adequate cognitive func
tioning to participate in the exercises and 
discus.sions. Girls who have certain men-

Girls need adequate cognitive funcaoning 
t;o participate in the exercises 

and discussi,ans. 

on a control model; the therapeutic treat
ment field is based on a change model. 
Some treatment providers struggle to 
work in a setting that feels unsupportive. 

Prior to the Session. Before you begin 
the group, it is suggested that you allow 
six-to-eight hours in which to read and 
comprehend the curriculum materials. 
It is also useful to review the materials 
for each session again before beginning 
that session. This is necessary in order 
to feel comfortable with and absorb the 
information. You will want to be able to 
present the materials by just referring to 
your notes, rather than "reading" them. 

Consider finding a support person ( a 
friend or mental health provider) who 
can be available to the girls between ses
sions. This may be another challenge in 
a juvenile justice setting, where support 
may not be readily available. 

Be sure that all equipment ( e.g., flipchart 
and CD player) is available and in theses
sion room at the time it is needed. 

Be sure that the ''logistics" ( e.g., spe
cial needs, transportation, room setup, 
chairs, nametags, doors unlocked) are 
taken care of before each session. For 
example, you might need to find a secure 
place for the girls' journals if you work 
in a correctional setting. 

Knowing the Girls in the Group. Know 
something about the young women in 

ta! illnesses or disabilities that may pre
vent them from participating need to have 
a group modified especially for them. 

Girls may either volunteer for or be 
referred to the program. Itis important 
to clarify this when starting a group. 
Sometimes, a girl who has been referred 
may feel resentful about attending. It 
may help to assess the motivation of the 
individual group members. Acknowl
edging that there will be benefits to each 
girl in the group for attending, as well 
as expressing in a personal way that you 
are pleased that they are going to be part 
of the group, may be helpful. 

Tips on Running a Group 

Reliability. You (and any other facili
tators) need to commit to attending each 
session, in order to: 

1. Build trust; 

2. Show that you are committed to the 
group; and 

3. Maintain a sense of consistency or con
tinuity that helps to create psycholog
ical safety. 

It also is important that a facilitator 
be emotionally constant for the girls in 
the group and that each session start on 
time and end on time. 

Style. Be non:iudgmental and give sup
port to the participants. For example, 

See VOICES, next page 
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you might say, 'That's a good question. 
I'm glad you asked that." 

Be conscious of group trust and con
fidentiality. The facilitator needs to watch 
for interactions and indications that have 
the potential to impact the cohesiveness 
of the group. This might include com
petition among members, absenteeism, 
silence, non-participation, sub-grouping, 
or a breach of confidentiality. Verbally 
check in with the group regarding these 
issues (e.g., "What does this silence 
mean?"). 

It is important to be culturally sensitive 
and to use culttu-ally relevant examples 
throughout the cuniculum. Race, class, 
religious differences, sexual orientation, 
disability, culture, and ethnicity can influ
ence the girls' levels of comfort with the 
issues discussed in the program. 

Set standards for an acceptable way of 
relating with others ( e.g., no physical or 
verbal abuse, no interrupting, no name 
calling). 

Group Interaction. Encourage the 
girls to speak about their personal expe
rience, not in generalizations or abstrac
tions, while keeping the pace moving 
along. At the same time, allow the girls 
to set their own limits v.rith respect to self
disclosure. This helps to create safety. 
Sharing personal experiences increases 
connection and closeness with others. It 
also enables the girls to learn from one 
another's experiences. 

Be aware that too much disclosw·e on 
the facilitator's part may be inappropri
ate and can derail the group process. It 
is also detrimental to use the group as a 
sounding board for your personal con
cerns. If you are considering self-dis
closing, always ask yourself, "What would 
be most helpful for the young women 
in the group?" Remember, in a support 
group, the important discoveries will 
come from the group members. Your 
self-disclosure shoul? be kept at a mini
mum. 

Confidentiality is a value that must be 
adhered to by the facilitator as well as 
the group members. There are two 
exceptions: 

• You may communicate with treatment
team members as part of a partici
pant's ongoing care; and 

•You may break confidentiality when 
someone's personal safety or the safe
ty of others is at stake. 

Cultural Awareness. Remember that 
race, ethnicity, and gender are not mutu
ally exclusive. Together, they are part of 
the complex lens through which many 
girls see and experience the world. To 
simply discuss issues related to girls, 
generically, does not recognize the 
importance of the racial and/ or ethnic 
identities of the young women in the 
group. 

Special Considerations for Juvenile 
Justice Settings. As was previously men
tioned, conducting a group program in 
a juvenile justice setting has its own 
unique challenges. You need to think 
through the following issues before the 
sessions begin. 

• Space, setting: Can chairs be arranged 
in a circle? Is music allowed? Is priva-

•Standard Operating Practices: Proce
dures such as searches, restraints, and 
isolation may traumatize and/ or re
traumatize young women. 

Elements of the Group Process 
Group Membership. Ideally, the group 

should be closed to new members after 
the first session, so that the entire group 
begins and ends together. This helps to 
establish connection and safety among 
the group members. The curriculum 
can also run as an open group if the set
ting requires an open group process. 

Timing of Sessions. Each session takes 
about ninety minutes ( one and one-half 
hours) to complete. 

Safety. Many of the young women in 
a Voices group have never felt safe, be-

Sharing personal experiences increases can:necnon 
and closeness with others. It a"/so enables the gir"/s 

t:o learn from one another's experiences. 

cy allowed or must correctional staff 
members be present? Are there other 
security issues that affect the setting 
and environment you are tqring to cre
ate? Is the facility co-ed? 

• Confidentiality: Is confidentiality more 
difficult to ensure in a setting in which 
security is prioritized and trust is not 
the norm? 

•Interruptions: Will there be inter
ruptions such as doing the "count," 
observations by correctional officers, 
and inflexible times for medication? 

• Attitudes of group members: Are some 
participants required to be there? Are 
the girls resistant to being there? 

• Mate1ials and Journals: Can the girl's 
journals be kept in a safe and corm
den tial place?_.Do the girls have the 
time and permission to do the acti,ri
ties in their journals? 

•Support for the Facilitator: The cor
rectional environment can be harsh for 
the fatjlitator as well as for the girls. Get
ting support from someone within the 
institution or correctional setting can 
help you to navigate the system more 
easily as well as provide an emotional 
sounding board for your concerns. 

cause others have betrayed their trust. 
These young women spend a great deal 
of energy trying to keep themselves safe 
or feeling anxious about their safety. The 
group is externally safe for the partici
pants when it is free from physical threat 
and discomfort. It is internally safe when 
it is free from emotional threat. Some 
emotional discomfort may arise as a 
result of the exercises, but a supportive, 
caring environment can help the girls 
to work through the emotional issues. 
Setting limits, ground rules, and bound
aries can help the participants to feel 
safe in the group. 

Group Agreements and Ground Rules. 
Basic guidelines for group participation 
and confidentiality need to be present
ed and discussed in the first session, v.rith 
all the girls in the group. Creating group 
agreements about behavior right at the 
start helps to create a safe group culture. 
This encourages the girls to feel com
fortable sharing their feelings, asking 
questions, and fully engaging with one 
another and with the materials. 

Group agreements should be clear, 
short, simple, and direct. Confidentiali
ty, nonviolence, and not coming to group 
under the influence of alcohol or other 
drugs are three ?greements that are non-

See VOICES, next page 
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negotiable. Have the group members 
suggest other rules, and do your best to ,. get consensus. The following are a sam-
ple of these types of agreements. 

•Group members are to honor one 
another's confidentiality. What is said 
in this room stays in this room; it is 
not shared with anyone outside the 
group. (You might want to ask the 
group members, "What does confi-
dentiality1neantoyou?Whathappens 
when it is violated? How does that feel? 
v\lhat do you want to do, as a group, to 
maintain confidentiality?") 

• Violence and aggressive behavior is 
not permitted. No physical, emotion-
al, or verbal abuse will be allowed in 
the group. 

• Sessions will start on time and end on 
time. 

• Regular attendance and participation 
is important for everyone in the group. 
Group members should contact the 
facilitator if they are unable to attend 
a session. 

•Contact with other group members 
outside the regular group session is 
encouraged. 

• Share the floor time with others; every-
one in the group should have the time 
to talk and share what-is on her mind. 

• There will be no smoking or eating in 
the group sessions 

•Do not come to-the group session 
under the influence of drugs or alco-
ho!. 

• Having feelings is okay. Crying in the 
group is okay. Laughing is okay. Get-
ting angry is okay. Being abusive to 
another group member or the facili-
tator is not okay. 

• Every group member is free to "pass" 
when asked a question or when invit-
ed to participate in an exercise dur-
ing a group session. (It is important 
to take time at the end of the group to 
privately ask a girl who passed why she 
chose to do so. Often, those who do 
not speak have a great deal to say but 
may not feel comfortable sharing in 
a group setting. Find out how you may 
be able to assist her in feeling safe 

\._, enough to share.) 

Opening and Closing the Session. 
Opening and closing activities help the 
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Havingfeelings is okay. 
Getting angry is okay. 

Being abusive to · 

another graup member 
or -Oie facilitator 

is, not okay. 

group members feel grounded and pre
sent Begin each group session with some 
quiet time and a brief check-in. Remind 
the girls of the confidentiality agreement 
and other ground rules. When closing a 
session, allow the girls time to reflect on 
what has been covered. 

Empowerment. Empower the girls in 
the group. Point out and emphasize the 
girls' strengths. Encomage them to maize 
conscious decisions. Help them to take 
ownership of their feelings and to act 
out their feelings in appropriate ways, 
rather than suppressing them or being 

consumed by them. Encourage social 
action as part of the healing process. 

Guided Imagery. The curriculum uses 
guided imagery, or visualization, in sev
eral sessions. If you are not familiar and 
comfortable with this method, practice 
the guided imagery script, or directions, 
before the session so that your voice is 
relaxed and smooth when you are ex
plaining the visualization. This is impor
tant in helping to make the group mem
bers feel relaxed. 

It is important to start a visualization 
exercise slowly, to bring the girls out of 
the here-and-now and into the exercise. 
It is also important to end slowly, to help 
the girls come out of the experience and 
into the here-and-now. Once you have 
finished the visualization, and the girls 
have opened their eyes, it is important to 
serenely welcome the girls back into the 
group process. 

For some trauma survivors, closing 
their eyes for an exercise can be very dif
ficult. They may need to keep their eyes 
open until there is a deeper sense of safe
ty and trust. ■ 

Announcing! 

Forensic Mental Health: Working With 
Offenders With Mental Illness 

Edited by Gerald Landsberg, DSW, MPA, and Amy Smiley, Ph. D. 

You'll get hands-on guidance on: 

Diversion programs for adults with 
emotional issues involved in the criminal 
justice system 

Inpatient and outpatient programming 
approaches 

New approaches to working with 
juveniles with mental illness who are 
in the criminal justice system 

Emerging legal and law enforcement 
issues 

Training correctional and mental health 
staff who work with forensic-unit inmates 

■ Assisting the victims of mentally ill 
offenders 

To order, see coupon on page 16. 

-

SUBSCRIPTION INFORMATION 
© 2001 by Civic Research Institute, Inc. 
Casebound, one volume, approximately 
656 pp. 
The volume will be kept current and 
expanded through additional volumes 
sent to purchasers automatically on 
approval. 


