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This book is dedicated to the memory of two special people, 
Ray F. Dexter III and Mike Hackman. Lizz Dexter-Mazza never met 
her brother, Ray, who died by suicide at the young age of 15 in 1968 

before Lizz was born. Jim Mazza supported his high school friend 
and teammate, Mike, as he battled mental health problems for over 

30 years before he died by suicide in 2010. The legacy and memories 
of our loved ones, Ray and Mike, and countless others who confront 

similar challenges today, fuel our passion for helping adolescents 
develop effective emotion regulation skills and decision-making 

strategies. Our hope is that the DBT STEPS-A curriculum will make 
a difference in the lives of all adolescents.
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James J. Mazza, PhD, is Professor in the College of Education at the University of Washington, 
where he teaches and conducts research in the field of adolescent mental health. Dr.  Mazza’s 
research focuses particularly on adolescent internalizing disorders, such as depression, anxi-
ety, posttraumatic stress disorder, exposure to violence, and, especially, suicidal behavior. 
His work also examines the complex relationships among adolescent mental health issues, 
social–emotional abilities, and academic skills through multi-tiered systems of support. Dr. 
Mazza has written extensively on how to identify youth who are at risk for suicidal behavior, as 
well as on how to develop social–emotional learning (SEL) curricula to help all students learn 
emotion regulation skills. He has worked with over 30 school districts and thousands of school 
personnel in developing and implementing comprehensive school-based suicide identification 
and prevention strategies for adolescents. Dr. Mazza also provides consultation and training 
to school personnel internationally on implementing DBT STEPS-A in schools, on developing 
mental health intervention services within multi-tiered systems of support, and on integrating 
SEL curricula as a part of a school system’s role in educating the whole child. He is the co-
owner of Mazza Consulting and Psychological Services in Seattle, Washington.

Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, PsyD, is the co-owner of Mazza Consulting and Psychological 
Services, where she conducts comprehensive dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) and skills-
based coaching for adolescents and adults and provides parent coaching and support to family 
members and friends of individuals with emotion dysregulation. Dr. Dexter-Mazza provides 
training and consultation to schools, mental health agencies, and individuals in implementing 
DBT skills and therapy. She is also a trainer for Behavioral Tech, a company that offers DBT 
trainings to mental health professionals around the world. Dr. Dexter-Mazza completed her 
postdoctoral fellowship under the direction of Marsha M. Linehan at the Behavioral Research 
and Therapy Clinics (BRTC) at the University of Washington. She served as Clinical Director 
and a research therapist at the BRTC for Dr. Linehan’s research studies, which provided both 
individual DBT and DBT group skills training. Dr. Dexter-Mazza has published several book 
chapters and peer-reviewed articles on DBT, borderline personality disorder, and graduate 
school training in managing suicidal clients.
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and applied DBT to youth in outpatient, inpatient, and school settings, as well as to youth who 
have chronic medical illnesses. His publications include over 80 peer-reviewed articles and 
book chapters, as well as four books, including Dialectical Behavior Therapy with Suicidal 
Adolescents (coauthored with Jill H. Rathus and Marsha M. Linehan) and DBT Skills Manual 
for Adolescents (coauthored with Jill H. Rathus). Dr. Miller has trained thousands of clini-
cians and school personnel in DBT internationally.

Jill H. Rathus, PhD, is Professor of Psychology at Long Island University—C. W. Post Cam-
pus, in Brookville, New York, where she directs DBT scientist-practitioner training within 
the clinical psychology doctoral program. She is also Co-Director and Co-Founder of Cogni-
tive Behavioral Associates, a group practice in Great Neck, New York, specializing in DBT 
and cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT). Dr. Rathus codeveloped the adolescent adaptation 
of DBT with Alec L. Miller, and her current research includes psychometric evaluation of the 
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of factors in training and implementing adolescent DBT. Her interests include DBT, CBT, 
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chology at the University of Washington. Dr. Murphy previously worked as a school psy-
chologist in elementary, middle, and high schools for 7 years. During that time, she devel-
oped districtwide procedures for intervening with suicidal youth and standard practices for 
responding to a suicide. Dr. Murphy’s research, publications, and clinical work focus on ado-
lescent mental health, LGBT youth, and suicide intervention with adolescents.
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The DBT skills were first presented in published book format in 1993. They were originally 
developed for high-risk suicidal individuals with complex disorders who had trouble function-
ing and regulating their emotions effectively. For many years, the skills were used routinely 
with adults, and some time later they became widely used with adolescents who were having 
the same sorts of difficulties. The idea that DBT skills could be useful for everyone took a 
long time to emerge. When my research and graduate training clinic started conducting DBT 
skills training for friends and families of people who had difficulties with emotion regulation 
and general functioning, and then with parents of children with such difficulties, we began 
to realize that the skills were widely applicable. Next we heard that corporations were inter-
ested in the skills, then we found that football players were interested, and then we heard 
from parents that they wanted DBT skills taught in their school systems. In short, although 
it took a long time, the value of DBT skills training for the general public eventually became 
evident. Once it was evident, however, another major problem arose: How could we get the 
skills training out to members of the public? It was not so hard to get it to adults; all we had 
to do was make it available, and in they came. It wasn’t too hard to get it to adolescents with 
psychological difficulties, either; we let them know we had a program, and they came as well.

Parents and even some schoolchildren, however, said, “We want these skills in schools!” 
But how were we to get DBT skills delivered to a broad range of children both with and 
without emotional difficulties? This did not seem easy. It is this problem that James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, and their coauthors have solved. Jim, as an expert in school-based 
intervention, and Lizz, as an expert in DBT, put their respective skills together and came up 
with a solution that is clearly outlined in this book. The curriculum they have put together 
is a unique social–emotional learning (SEL) curriculum that focuses on helping adolescents 
develop and practice emotion management skills, interpersonal effectiveness strategies, and 
decision-making skills—the very same DBT skills that have been shown to be effective in 
working with high-risk adolescents (Mehlum et al., 2014; Miller, Rathus, & Linehan, 2007) 
and adults (Linehan, 1993, 2015a). Consistent with DBT and dialectics, the authors have 
found an ingenious way of expanding the reach and implementation of DBT skills to the 
universal population of adolescents in educational settings. The DBT STEPS-A curriculum 
offers a fabulous upstream approach for all adolescents to develop DBT skills and reduce the 
likelihood of emotionally dysregulated behaviors.

Foreword
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This SEL curriculum is designed to be taught by general education teachers or school 
personnel who have a vested interest in helping adolescents learn to help themselves. The 30 
standardized lesson plans are structured to allow for peer-to-peer support and coaching, as 
well as teacher instruction and modeling. The lessons are based on the four standard modules 
of DBT: Mindfulness, Distress Tolerance, Emotion Regulation, and Interpersonal Effective-
ness. Each of the DBT STEPS-A lessons is intended to be taught in a 50-minute period, so 
that the lessons can be easily integrated into a general education curriculum schedule. In 
addition, the authors have provided supplemental strategies that build upon the universal 
application of DBT STEPS-A for students who may be at greater risk within a multi-tiered 
system of support. Thus the DBT STEPS-A curriculum provides explicit DBT skills building 
to students along a continuum of emotional needs that also promotes both academic learning 
and SEL within the school structure.

The authors of this book represent a unique combination of experts from the fields of 
school and clinical psychology. James J. Mazza, a school psychologist by training, has worked 
with adolescents’ social–emotional needs within school-based settings for over 20 years and 
has implemented other SEL programs, such as Reconnecting Youth. Elizabeth T. Dexter-
Mazza, a clinical psychologist and a previous postdoctoral fellow of mine, is an expert in both 
training other mental health professionals and delivering DBT to high-risk adolescent and 
adults. They have been developing and revising this curriculum together for over 10 years. Jill 
H. Rathus and Alec L. Miller, who published the DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents in 2015, 
provided their expertise in working with high-risk adolescents and graciously offered hand-
outs from their book to adapt and integrate into the DBT STEPS-A curriculum—creating a 
seamless continuum of DBT skill development and practice for all students, with the same 
language and strategies. The book also includes handouts and worksheets adapted from the 
second edition of my DBT Skills Training Handouts and Worksheets (Linehan, 2015b), all of 
which have been used effectively in our adolescent clinical trials and are also used in ongoing 
clinical programs with highly suicidal adolescents. Finally, Heather E. Murphy is a school 
psychologist who helped put together the first version of this curriculum and was the first 
instructor to pilot-test it. Together, this team of writers has tapped their years of experience 
and knowledge regarding school-based settings and the delivery of DBT skills to adolescents 
to produce an outstanding product for schools to use.

This book offers the next step in expanding DBT skills to a greater audience: adolescents 
in educational settings. DBT STEPS-A offers a novel approach in targeting school-based sys-
tems rather than individuals, and provides an opportunity for all adolescents to develop and 
practice DBT skills. With the numerous pressures and stressors that many adolescents experi-
ence, the skills highlighted in this curriculum will probably help adolescents to make better 
decisions when emotionally distressed and will equip schools with an SEL curriculum that 
has a positive impact on academic and social– emotional needs alike.

A mother just recently said to me, almost in tears, “I can’t wait for you to get these skills 
into my child’s school. I need them now!” Your ability to take this book and use it to teach 
schoolchildren a wealth of effective life and emotion regulation skills has the possibility of 
helping more than you can imagine. I wish you skillful means. The authors of this book have 
provided such means for you.

Marsha M. Linehan, PhD, ABPP 
University of Washington
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The development of the DBT Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents 
(DBT STEPS-A) curriculum has been an ongoing project for more than a decade. Our pur-
pose in creating DBT STEPS-A was to provide a meaningful set of skills for emotion manage-
ment, relationship building, and decision making that adolescents could acquire and apply 
to navigating the emotionally difficult situations and stressors that accompany adolescence. 
Most adolescents experience at least some such situations at home, at school, or with peers 
(including romantic partners). The curriculum was designed for students in middle and high 
schools.

The DevelopmenT of DBT STepS-A

DBT STEPS-A is an adaptation for students in middle and high schools of the skills training 
components of dialectical behavior therapy (DBT). In developing the DBT STEPS-A curricu-
lum, we consulted and exchanged information with Marsha M. Linehan (the creator and pri-
mary developer of DBT), and with Alec L. Miller and Jill H. Rathus (adapters of DBT for out-
patient adolescents). Throughout our conversations, each expert emphasized that DBT skills 
help clients learn to manage emotions, improve relationships, and enhance their decision-
making abilities. Adolescence in general can be an emotionally difficult time for many youth, 
and the onset of most mental health disorders occurs during this time (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013). Given these two important issues, we believe that a curriculum focusing 
on the acquisition and practice of skills for emotion management and decision making will be 
beneficial for all adolescents. Unfortunately, most schools do not offer courses on coping with 
stress or decision making, and yet the need for such skills and abilities is continuing to grow 
among this young adult population (Rathus & Miller, 2015). The DBT STEPS-A curriculum 
was designed and developed to meet this need.

The rationale for developing DBT STEPS-A for educational settings was twofold. First, 
educational settings have been transforming their service delivery model to meet students’ 
academic and/or social–emotional needs along a continuum from the day they start school. 
For example, the use of the response-to-intervention framework of assessment, interven-

Preface
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tion, and monitoring of the intervention occurs at the individual level. Current research has 
shown this model to be successful in delivering educational services to students (Cook, Burns, 
Browning-Wright, & Gresham, 2010). Unfortunately, more traditional models of mental health 
follow what is sometimes called a “waiting to fail” approach—in other words, waiting until 
symptoms become unmanageable and are interfering with school, social relationships, and/
or emotional control. Adolescents who are seen in outpatient settings have typically already 
experienced problematic behaviors and/or failures that are symptomatic of mental health 
issues (Rathus & Miller, 2002).

The educational setting (most often, schools) is also the most likely place for students to 
receive services, whether psychologically or academically focused. According to researchers 
and school practitioners (Burns et al., 1995; Cook et al., 2010; Hoagwood & Erwin, 1997), 
schools represent the de facto setting (Cook et al., 2015) for the delivery of mental health 
services. A review of three national surveys examining mental health services to students 
between the ages of 6 and 17 years found that approximately 80% of students identified as 
being in need of mental health services had not received them in the preceding 12 months 
(Kataoka, Zhang, & Wells, 2002), and that the small proportion of students who did receive 
them overwhelmingly received those services at their schools. Furthermore, Catron and 
Weiss (1994) found that 98% of students referred for mental health treatment in their schools 
received services, compared to less than 20% of students referred to outside agencies who 
actually received services. These data indicate that the implementation of DBT STEPS-A in 
an educational setting has several important advantages:

1. The educational setting has a “captive audience,” so to speak. In other words, students 
are already coming to this setting to learn academically, and thus adding skill acqui-
sition and training should be a natural fit. In fact, having DBT STEPS-A as a class 
within the curriculum that students are required to take would be ideal. Detailed 
discussions of what this would look like, and of issues that may arise in such a class, 
are provided in Chapter 2.

2. Schools are places where adolescents experience some significant stressors; however, 
schools can also offer positive support and assistance to students who are struggling.

3. The educational setting offers numerous opportunities for students in DBT STEPS-A 
to practice some of their acquired skills. School-related factors such as bullying, puni-
tive discipline, and peer rejection exacerbate mental health problems (Cook et al., 
2010). It is therefore beneficial to learn and practice skills in that same setting.

4. The educational setting is not parent dependent, meaning that adolescents do not 
need to rely on their parents to take them to a mental health agency in the community. 
Although parents are an important part of a therapeutic process, their inconsistencies 
can often lead to a lack of adolescent involvement. Wagner (1997) reported that par-
ents’ own life stressors can often be obstacles to helping their children get the mental 
health services they need.

5. Finally, social–emotional programs such as DBT STEPS-A require resources of time 
and money, both of which are scarce commodities in school districts. However, if 
the implementation of DBT STEPS-A is able to reduce (even by one) the number of 
students needing specialized placements, such as residential treatment, then the cur-
riculum should be viewed as cost-effective and as saving school districts money in the 
long run.
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lIfe enhAncemenT STrATeGIeS

One of our major aims in developing DBT STEPS-A has been to help adolescents develop 
their own toolboxes of effective behavioral strategies, or what we call “life enhancement” 
strategies. We use the term “life enhancement” because the timely and appropriate use of 
these skills can have a significant impact on individual students beyond simply enabling them 
to solve current problems. They can use these skills to solve problems well into their futures, 
such as remaining in school and going on to college, maintaining important romantic relation-
ships, or keeping important jobs. DBT STEPS-A helps adolescents acquire and practice these 
skills before making life choices that may have detrimental consequences. Thus we are hoping 
that DBT STEPS-A will provide the tools and the strategies for helping adolescents to manage 
difficult and emotional situations and to make better decisions when they are experiencing 
emotional distress.
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All five authors:
This book could not have been written without the support, guidance, and input of many 

people.
First and foremost, we would like to thank Marsha M. Linehan for her unique brilliance 

in developing such a comprehensive treatment as DBT, which has helped clients throughout 
the world build lives worth living. We often refer to the DBT skills as “skills we all need—
some of us learned them along the way, and some of us didn’t.” This project grew from the 
desire to ensure that everyone learns DBT skills in a proactive way to assist in the challenges 
of adolescence and adulthood. When Jim and Lizz first started thinking about teaching the 
skills to middle and high school students in 2006 and presented the idea to Marsha, she was 
on board immediately; in fact, she regularly encouraged us to move faster than we physically 
could. Marsha also mentored each of us, and she provided constructive guidance in making 
sure the skills being taught adhered to her conceptualizations of DBT skills. In addition, 
Marsha allowed us to adapt some of her new handouts and worksheets for use in the DBT 
STEPS-A curriculum. We are grateful for her trusting us to translate her DBT skills into a 
curriculum for all students.

We are incredibly grateful to Natalie Graham, Editor at The Guilford Press, for all of the 
support and guidance she has given us over the last 5 years in helping us to meet deadlines 
and manage the many details of putting a work like this into writing. Barbara Watkins, our 
developmental editor at Guilford, also provided us with instrumental feedback and editing 
that have improved the quality of this book immensely and helped us navigate DBT from a 
clinical treatment setting to a universal school-based curriculum. Finally, we thank Marie 
Sprayberry, copyeditor, and Louise Farkas, senior production editor, and all of the staff at 
Guilford who have worked on making this book a reality.

James J. Mazza and Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza:
This book has been a part of our lives for more than a decade, from conception to publi-

cation. The scope of and effort involved in such a project required a great deal of dedication 
from multiple people, and fortunately we had a great team of authors for this book. The con-
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tributions of Jill H. Rathus and Alec L. Miller have been nothing short of extraordinary, from 
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welcome To DBT STePS-A

DBT Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) is a 
program for developing emotion management, interpersonal, and decision- making skills in 
middle school and high school students. Adolescents may face numerous social, developmen-
tal, and academic pressures, such as peer rejection, low self- confidence, confusion about self, 
impulsive behavior, involvement in drugs and alcohol, and issues related to intimacy and 
sexual relationships. Although schools often do not offer courses on coping with stress and 
decision making, adolescents’ needs for such skills are continuing to grow (Rathus & Miller, 
2015). As described in the preface, the DBT STEPS-A curriculum was developed to meet this 
need. It teaches practical skills for regulating emotions, reducing impulsive behaviors, solving 
problems, and building and repairing interpersonal relationships.

The DBT STEPS-A curriculum is designed to be taught by general education teachers or 
by school personnel with some background in adolescent mental health issues, such as health 
teachers, school counselors, or school psychologists. The curriculum consists of four primary 
skill areas or “modules” (Mindfulness, Distress Tolerance, Emotion Regulation, and Inter-
personal Effectiveness); it is designed for approximately 30 weeks of lessons (1 class per week 
over two semesters, or twice a week over one semester) taught in standard 50-minute blocks. 
However, the curriculum is also flexible, so if the situation or circumstances only allow for 20 
weeks or perhaps 40 weeks, the curriculum can be modified to fit the time schedule.

DBT STEPS-A is based on the skills training component of Dialectical Behavior Ther-
apy (DBT), an empirically supported psychological treatment for adults and adolescents 
with problems caused by pervasive emotion dysregulation. Originally developed for adults 
by Linehan (1993, 2015a, 2015b) and adapted for suicidal adolescents by Miller and Rathus 
(Miller, Rathus, Leigh, Landsman, & Linehan, 1997; Rathus & Miller, 2002; Miller, Rathus, 
& Linehan, 2007; Rathus & Miller, 2015), DBT with adolescents is a comprehensive interven-
tion that consists of weekly individual therapy, a weekly multifamily skills training group, 
between- session telephone coaching for skills generalization, and a therapist consultation 
team. This comprehensive model was used by Mehlum and colleagues (2014) in their recently 
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published randomized controlled study, which demonstrated the effectiveness of DBT for 
adolescents with multiple problems. Those receiving DBT, as compared to those receiving 
enhanced usual care, had significant reductions in self-harm, depression, hopelessness, and 
borderline personality symptoms after 16 weeks of treatment (Mehlum et al., 2014). The skills 
taught in DBT have been found to be useful with a wide range of clinical and nonclinical 
populations (Mazza & Hanson, 2014a, 2014b; McMain, 2013; Hashim, Vadnais, & Miller, 
2013). DBT skills can be considered basic social and emotional life skills.

DBT STEPS-A is not a therapy program. Rather, it is the skills training component of 
DBT modified for students of middle and high school age, to be delivered as a universal 
social– emotional learning curriculum. We believe that all adolescents, not just those who 
have difficulties regulating their emotions and behaviors, can benefit from the DBT STEPS-A 
curriculum. The goal of DBT STEPS-A is to help youth develop their own toolboxes of effec-
tive strategies to regulate emotions, solve problems, improve relationships, and enhance their 
lives.

how ThIS Book IS orGAnIzeD

This book is divided into three sections. In Part I, we present the rationale for DBT STEPS-A; 
the research background for its use with adolescents; an overview of its various components, 
including the lessons and the student handouts; and guidelines for its implementation, both 
in general classrooms and with more challenging students. In the present chapter, we briefly 
describe existing social– emotional learning curricula, their limitations for use with adoles-
cents, how DBT STEPS-A addresses those limitations, and the research background for its 
use with adolescents. We then present a detailed overview of the curriculum, the four skills 
modules (Mindfulness, Emotional Regulation, Interpersonal Effectiveness, and Distress Tol-
erance), and the specific skills taught in each module. Chapter 2 examines the practical issues 
of implementing DBT STEPS-A into a school’s overall curriculum, providing assignments and 
student grading, handling confidentiality issues, and making/enforcing rules of attendance; it 
also describes the use of the student handouts. Chapter 3 provides a brief overview of how 
to work with students who may need more intensive services (i.e., those in Tiers 2 and 3, 
where DBT STEPS-A is the foundational curriculum but other supportive services are rec-
ommended to address the students’ current needs).

Parts II and III comprise the curriculum content itself. Part II consists of 30 detailed 
lesson plans for the DBT STEPS-A instructor to follow, as well as all the tests and answer 
keys. Part III contains all the student handouts (both informational/activity handouts and 
homework sheets) needed for teaching the class.

The neeD for SocIAl–emoTIonAl  
leArnInG currIculA for ADoleScenTS

Social– emotional learning (SEL) curricula are focused on helping students of all ages acquire 
and practice the skills they need for successfully navigating stressful life events; coping with 
emotional dysregulation; and developing/ maintaining important family, peer, school, and 
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intimate relationships. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL) highlights SEL as the “processes through which children and adults acquire and 
effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage 
emotions” (CASEL, 2013, p. 4). For adolescents, SEL is particularly important because of the 
many social stressors and developmental factors that are typical for this age group, such as 
peer rejection, alcohol and drug use, dating and intimacy issues, bullying, social relationships, 
concerns about physical attractiveness, academic transitions from middle to high school, and 
becoming more independent of parents.

The stressors adolescents experience can range from mild to severe, and it is rare that 
an adolescent escapes this developmental stage without any stressful life events or emotional 
struggles. Problems that typically have a mild impact on academic and social functioning 
include feeling anxious about asking someone out on a date, skipping a class, managing a 
workload, or breaking curfew for the first time. Severe problems (which happen less fre-
quently) may include self- harming, suicidal behavior, substance abuse, family conflict/aggres-
sion, or being arrested. These are typically either causes or results of intense emotional pain 
and dysregulation, and they are likely to have a significant impact on an adolescent’s social 
and academic functioning.

The prevalence of mental health issues among adolescents is higher than many people 
realize. Cook et al. (2015) state that 20% of young adults experience mental problems each 
year (e.g., depression, anxiety, antisocial behavior)—and this percentage is unfortunately 
an underestimate, given that problems with academics, dating, intimacy, and other social 
issues (e.g., peer rejection, bullying) are not included in this number. Furthermore, Johnston, 
O’Malley, Bachman, and Schulenberg (2007) reported data from a national survey indicat-
ing that over 50% of high school seniors and nearly 20% of eighth graders reported using 
illicit drugs in their lifetimes. Thus it appears that the vast majority of youth could use good 
emotion management, problem- solving, and decision- making skills to navigate the emotional 
rollercoaster of adolescence.

Unfortunately, the current educational system in the United States is focused on aca-
demics, while ignoring the relationship between mental health issues and academic perfor-
mance (Cook et al., 2010). When it comes to mental health and emotion regulation issues, most 
schools use a “waiting to fail” approach; as noted in the preface, this means that students must 
first engage in a problematic behavior before coming to the attention of appropriate school 
personnel. If the problematic behavior involves alcohol, drugs, or skipping school, punitive 
measures such as detention or suspension are commonly used— although these have not been 
shown to be effective (Monahan, VanDerhei, Bechtold, & Cauffman, 2014) and often lead to 
more problematic behavior.

Instead of using this reactionary approach, schools have begun to recognize that SEL 
curricula provide a proactive approach since these curricula are designed to help students 
develop appropriate skills in decision making and emotion management before they engage 
in problematic behavior. SEL curricula in elementary and middle school grades have been 
shown to reduce the number of disciplinary referrals and suspensions, while also increasing 
academic performance (Cook, Gresham, Kern, Barreras, & Crews, 2008). The use of SEL 
curricula therefore offers a “win–win” scenario: Students are not getting suspended or disci-
plined as much, and therefore are remaining in the classroom more frequently, which leads to 
more instructional time and learning for the students.
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exISTInG Sel currIculA

Over the past 10 years, the number of SEL curricula has grown dramatically, as has support 
for using them (Kilgus, Reinke, & Jimerson, 2015). Several states (e.g., Pennsylvania, Illinois, 
and Kansas) have developed SEL standards and are working on aligning them with state edu-
cation standards. Current SEL curricula are categorized by the age level of the intended audi-
ence, with substantially more such curricula focused on children in preschool and elementary 
school than on adolescents in middle and/or high school (CASEL, 2013, 2015). In fact, the 
2013 CASEL Guide (for preschool and elementary school ages) lists 19 SEL programs for ele-
mentary school, whereas the 2015 CASEL Guide (for middle and high school ages) lists only 6 
SEL programs for middle school and only 5 programs designed for high school. Table 1.1 lists 
and describes selected SEL curricula from the 2015 CASEL Guide. The curricula chosen for 
this table are designed specifically for middle school (grades 6–8) and/or high school (grades 
9–12); have assessment tools for monitoring implementation and measuring student behavior; 
are taught to all students (Tier 1 or universal level); and have empirical support in the form 
of specific student outcomes. There are other SEL curricula designed for middle and high 
school populations; however, CASEL has been recognized as a national leader in establishing 
competencies for inclusion in SEL programs and has developed a rigorous set of standards 
to evaluate these curricula (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). The 
table provides the name of each curriculum, the structure of the curriculum, the intended 
grade level, targeted behaviors, and student outcomes.

The research investigating SEL curricula designed specifically for adolescents has been 
limited (Durlak et al., 2011). As we reviewed the 2015 CASEL Guide, it was striking to note 
that none of the research studies supporting the middle or high school programs has dem-
onstrated significant student outcomes in the area of reduced emotional distress. At the high 
school level, only the Student Success Skills curriculum provides free- standing SEL lessons 
(of which there are eight). The review also highlighted that students in all five high school 
SEL programs showed significantly improved academic performance; yet only students tak-
ing Facing History and Ourselves showed improved SEL skills and attitudes, while only 
students in the Reading Apprenticeship program showed a reduction in problem behaviors. 
Similar findings were reported among the four selected middle school SEL programs: Only 
two of the four programs reported improved SEL skills and attitudes (Student Success Skills; 
Facing History and Ourselves), and only two of the four showed reductions in problem behav-
iors (Second Step: Student Success through Prevention for Middle School; Facing History 
and Ourselves). Finally, only Facing History and Ourselves reported improved positive social 
behaviors at the middle school level. Thus our examination of the 2015 CASEL Guide, along 
with the meta- analysis conducted by Durlak and colleagues (2011), suggests (1) that there 
are significantly fewer SEL programs designed for middle and high school students than for 
younger students and (2) that among the existing programs for older students, effectiveness in 
reducing emotional distress remains largely undocumented.

In two other relevant studies, the utility of implementing SEL curricula among ado-
lescent students is supported (Cook et al., 2008; McMain, 2013). In a review of the meta- 
analytic literature on social skills training programs for students with emotional and/or 
behavioral disorders (EBD), Cook and colleagues (2008) reported that two- thirds of such 
students receiving social skills training programs improved their social competence, com-
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TABLE 1.1. Selected SEL Curricula

Curriculum name Structure

Intended 
grade 
level Targeted behaviors Outcomes

Middle school SEL programs

Expeditionary 
Learning

Organizational 
approach; uses 
teaching practices 
infused in academic 
curricula (English 
language arts)

6–12 Relational character 
(kindness, honesty, 
integrity) and performance 
character (organization, 
perseverance, 
craftsmanship)

Grades 6–8: 
↑ academic 
performance

Facing History and 
Ourselves

Teaching practices 
that are infused in the 
academic curriculum 
(history, social studies, 
or language arts)

6–12 Positive youth 
development in the form 
of social and ethical 
reflection and civic 
learning

Grades 7, 8: ↑ 
positive social 
behavior, ↓ 
problem behaviors, 
↑ SEL skills and 
attitudes

Second Step: 
Student Success 
Through 
Prevention for 
Middle School

Free-standing lessons 
(40 lessons)

6–8 Empathy, communication, 
problem solving, bullying 
prevention, substance 
abuse prevention

Grade 6: ↓ problem 
behaviors

Student Success 
Skills

Teaching practices 
and free-standing 
lessons (8 lessons)

6–12 Goal setting (along with 
progress monitoring); 
providing a supportive 
environment; memory and 
cognitive skills; emotion 
management; developing 
healthy optimism

Grade 7: ↑ 
academic 
performance, ↑ 
SEL skills and 
attitudes

High school SEL programs

Consistency 
Management 
and Cooperative 
Discipline

Teacher training 
program—uses 
teaching practices

6–12 Teacher–student 
interactions, classroom 
environment, classroom 
management

Grade 9: ↑ 
academic 
performance

Facing History and 
Ourselves

Teaching practices 
that are infused in the 
academic curriculum 
(history, social studies, 
or language arts)

6–12 Positive youth 
development in the form 
of social and ethical 
reflection and civic 
learning

Grades 9, 10: 
↑ academic 
performance, 
↑ SEL skills 
and attitudes, ↑ 
teaching practices

Project Based 
Learning by 
Buck Institute for 
Education

Instructional 
approach; uses 
teaching practices 
focused on designing 
projects that engage 
students

6–12 Goal setting, problem 
solving, self-management

Grade 12: 
↑ academic 
performance

(continued)
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pared to one-third in the control groups. In a related study of a social competence and emo-
tion management skills program, McMain (2013) examined the effectiveness of a DBT-skills- 
only group versus a wait-list control group over a 20-week period for a clinical population 
of adults diagnosed with borderline personality disorder. The skills- only group was taught 
skills from the four DBT modules (Mindfulness, Distress Tolerance, Emotion Regulation, 
and Interpersonal Effectiveness) plus dialectics. This group showed a greater reduction in 
anger expression, less impulsive behavior, better distress tolerance, and better emotion man-
agement skills than their wait-list peers. The results from the McMain (2013) and Cook et 
al. (2008) studies suggest that skills training focused on interpersonal and emotion manage-
ment issues can be an effective strategy for school- based adolescents, especially in the area 
of reducing emotional distress.

In addition to the lack of outcome research, the existing SEL curricula designed specifi-
cally for students of middle and high school ages have some notable limitations. First, they 
often involve broader systems that go beyond the individual level, such as family and com-
munity involvement, the creation of supportive learning environments, and the development 
of a positive school climate. Although these are important components for improving environ-
ments in which individual students may experience social or emotional distress, there are 
many situational factors in these environments that are outside the students’ control. Second, 
the level of skill specificity being taught is unclear. For example, most of the curricula teach 
self- awareness and management skills; yet it is difficult to identify what specific skills the 
students have learned when the lessons are completed. Finally, the curriculum components 
often adhere to the five core components of CASEL (self- management, self- awareness, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making), which fundamentally repre-
sent SEL but do not have an underlying theoretical foundation for their inclusion. Thus our 
present understanding of how these components interact and how they are related to specific 
cognitive and/or emotional behaviors remains vague.

TABle 1.1. (continued)

Curriculum name Structure

Intended 
grade 
level Targeted behaviors Outcomes

Reading 
Apprenticeship

Teaching practices 
infused in the 
academic curriculum 
(reading, social 
studies, and science)

6–12 Building community 
and developing a safe 
environment; developing 
identity and self-awareness 
as a reader; cognitive 
skills; problem solving

Grades 9, 11: 
↑ academic 
performance, ↓ 
problem behaviors, 
↑ teaching 
practices

Student Success 
Skills

Teaching practices 
and free-standing 
lessons (8 lessons)

6–12 Goal setting (along with 
progress monitoring); 
providing a supportive 
environment; memory and 
cognitive skills; emotion 
management; developing 
healthy optimism

Grades 9, 10: 
↑ academic 
performance

Note. Data from CASEL (2015).
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why DBT STePS-A?

DBT STEPS-A offers an alternative SEL curriculum that addresses the limitations of the 
existing SEL approach. First, DBT STEPS-A is a universal curriculum that teaches emo-
tion management strategies, decision- making skills, and interpersonal skills at the individual 
level. Thus the program does not require the involvement of broader systems, such as family 
or community.

Second, students are taught skills with a high degree of specificity and with explicit defi-
nitions, which are geared toward issues and stressors that adolescents often face. Many of the 
skills are identified by mnemonics representing the specific skills that are to be used; these 
mnemonics enhance students’ ability to recall the skills and practice them when appropriate.

Third, the skills taught in DBT STEPS-A are drawn from DBT, which is based on Line-
han’s (1993, 2015a) biosocial theory of pervasive emotional dysregulation. According to this 
theory, a vulnerable biology coupled with an “invalidating environment” (i.e., lack of support 
or outright hindrance or mistreatment by family, peers, and/or teachers/coaches) can result 
in problems in four key areas: difficulty regulating emotions, which leads to confusion about 
the self, impulsive behaviors, and interpersonal problems. The four DBT skills modules are 
specifically designed to address deficits in each of these areas

1. The Emotion Regulation module teaches skills for decreasing unpleasant, distressing 
emotions and increasing positive emotions.

2. The Mindfulness module teaches skills for increasing self- awareness, becoming less 
judgmental, and gaining control of one’s attention.

3. The Distress Tolerance module teaches skills for making distress endurable, so that 
an upsetting situation is not made worse by impulsive action.

4. The Interpersonal Effectiveness module teaches skills for asking for something or 
saying no to another person, while maintaining a good relationship and one’s self- 
respect.

Although the DBT skills were originally developed to remediate severe problems in per-
sons with serious mental disorders, the skills themselves are basic social and emotional life 
skills that are useful for everyone. Many people learn these skills on their own, but many do 
not, and others learn some but not all of them. The skills are particularly useful for adoles-
cents, since confusion about the self, difficulty managing emotions, impulsiveness, and inter-
personal difficulties can all be aspects of the developmental stage of adolescence.

Finally, preliminary outcome research now empirically supports the effectiveness of 
implementing the DBT STEPS-A curriculum across multiple middle and high school settings 
(Haskell et al., 2014; Mazza & Hanson, 2014a, 2014b; Miller, Mazza, Dexter-Mazza, Steinberg, 
& Courtney- Seidler, 2014). The results of these studies are discussed next. Studies examining 
the efficacy of the DBT STEPS-A curriculum in school- based populations are ongoing.

Preliminary Research on the DBT STEPS‑A Curriculum 
in School‑Based Settings

As a comprehensive treatment for pervasive emotional difficulties, DBT has gained empirical 
support for its effectiveness from research with adults (Dimeff, Woodcock, Harned, & Bead-



10 OVERViEW OF DbT STEpS-a 

nell, 2011; Harned, Rizvi, & Linehan, 2010; Neacsiu, Rizvi, Vitaliano, Lynch, & Linehan, 
2010) and more recently with adolescents (Mehlum et al., 2014). The skills component of DBT 
as a stand-alone treatment has been recently studied through the use of the DBT STEPS-A 
curriculum with school- based adolescents, and the findings have been encouraging (Haskell 
et al., 2014; Mazza & Hanson, 2014a; Miller et al., 2014).

One of the first schools to implement the DBT STEPS-A curriculum was a group of 
selected inner-city middle and high schools in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, through Mastery 
Charter Schools. After the first year, the preliminary results comparing pretest versus post-
test emotional distress scores looked promising; in particular, ninth graders who received 
DBT STEPS-A showed a significant reduction in their overall emotional distress scores, com-
pared to those of peer controls (Haskell et al., 2014). In a second preliminary study, Mazza 
and Hanson (2014b) looked at eighth graders who were attending an alternative school in 
Battle Ground, Washington, and receiving the first two modules of the DBT STEPS-A cur-
riculum (Mindfulness and Distress Tolerance). Of these students, 80% reported that they 
would use the skills themselves, and approximately 90% thought that the skills would be 
useful to others.

Potential Benefits to Schools in Using DBT STEPS‑A

Schools that choose to implement DBT STEPS-A receive two related benefits. First, school 
administrators usually spend a significant amount of time dealing with students who present 
emotional and/or behavioral problems. Such students often receive disciplinary actions, such 
as detentions, suspensions, and even expulsions, because of behaviors that violate school rules; 
they may have made impulsive or poor decisions, perhaps acting out in distress, anger, or 
other intense emotions. Some of this administrative time is spent meeting with parents, while 
some of it is spent in teams developing appropriate individualized education plans (IEPs) 
and intervention strategies. These are “lose–lose” situations for schools because suspended or 
expelled students are no longer in the classrooms to learn, and because the amount of time 
school personnel spend on documenting disciplinary actions and reintegration plans is often 
significant. SEL programs, such as DBT STEPS-A, have been shown to reduce office referrals 
and disciplinary actions, thus saving valuable school resources (Cook et al., 2008).

The second benefit for schools is the reduction in the likelihood of students’ needing 
specialized placement, such as residential treatment, which can cost districts anywhere from 
$50,000 to $125,000 per year per student. Because DBT STEPS-A teaches effective skills 
for emotion management, problem solving, interpersonal effectiveness, and decision making, 
students who acquire these skills are less likely to need specialized placements due to EBD 
issues. Again, this can save school districts money while keeping students in schools.

overvIew of The DBT STePS-A currIculum:  
SkIll moDuleS AnD SPecIfIc SkIllS

The overall goals of the DBT STEPS-A curriculum are for students to learn skills for manag-
ing their emotions, behaviors, and relationships, and to be able to apply (or “generalize”) these 
skills to their lives outside the classroom. Thus the main foci of the DBT STEPS-A curriculum 
and class are skill acquisition and generalization.
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When youth have better control of their emotions, are less impulsive, and have better 
relationships, they are better able to learn, and the impact of adverse outside- of- school factors 
on learning is reduced. The life skills learned through DBT STEPS-A can increase students’ 
chances of success in the present and beyond graduation.

Curriculum Sequence

The recommended sequence of skill modules and lessons is shown in Figure 1.1. The first two 
lessons of the program are introductory lessons that focus on the DBT STEPS-A curriculum 
structure, four areas where teens typically have problems, the classroom guidelines, and the 
definition of dialectics. Of the four modules shown in Figure 1.1, the Mindfulness module 
should be taught first. Because mindfulness skills are the “core” skills— the foundation for all 
subsequent skills and modules— it is important that students gain a basic understanding of 
these skills before moving on. Furthermore, the Mindfulness module is taught again before 
each of the subsequent modules. We recommend teaching Distress Tolerance as the second 
module, although the order is not set in stone, and some instructors may choose to alter the 
sequence to fit their particular situations and/or current events.

Table 1.2 provides a list of each DBT STEPS-A lesson by its number, the corresponding 
skill(s), and the module in which the lesson is being taught. The specific lessons and skills are 
described in detail below, starting with the two introductory lessons.

Lessons 1–2

Orientation and
Dialectics

Lessons 3–5

Mindfulness

Lessons 6–12

Distress Tolerance

Lessons 25–29

Interpersonal
Effectiveness

Lessons 12, 22, 30

Module Tests

Lessons 13–14

Mindfulness

Lessons 23–24

Mindfulness

Lessons 15–21

Emotion Regulation

fIGure 1.1. DBT STEPS-A curriculum: Recommended sequence of the curriculum modules.
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Orientation (Lesson 1)

In Lesson 1, students are introduced to the class, given classroom rules and guidelines, and 
oriented to the class schedule. They are also oriented to the four main areas in which teens 
typically have problems (difficulty managing emotions, confusion about self/distraction, 
impulsive behaviors, and interpersonal problems)—and the four DBT skills modules that can 
address the problems (Emotion Regulation, Mindfulness, Distress Tolerance, and Interper-
sonal Effectiveness, respectively).

TABle 1.2. list of the Skills and lesson numbers

Module Skill(s) Lesson no.

Orientation Classroom guidelines Lesson 1

Dialectics Principles of Dialectics Lesson 2

Mindfulness Wise mind Lesson 3
“What” skills Lesson 4
“How” skills Lesson 5

Distress Tolerance Intro. to crisis survival, and ACCEPTS Lesson 6
Self-soothe and IMPROVE Lesson 7
TIP Skills Lesson 8
Pros and cons Lesson 9
Intro. to reality acceptance and radical acceptance Lesson 10
Turning the mind and willingness Lesson 11
Mindfulness of current thoughts; Distress 

Tolerance Test, if given
Lesson 12

Mindfulness Wise mind Lesson 13
“What” and “how” skills Lesson 14

Emotion Regulation Goals of emotion regulation; functions of emotions Lesson 15
Describing emotions Lesson 16
Checking the facts and opposite action Lesson 17
Problem solving Lesson 18
A of ABC PLEASE Lesson 19
BC PLEASE of ABC PLEASE Lesson 20
Wave skill—mindfulness of current emotions Lesson 21
Emotion Regulation Test Lesson 22

Mindfulness Wise mind Lesson 23
“What” and “how” skills Lesson 24

Interpersonal 
Effectiveness

Goal setting Lesson 25

DEAR MAN Lesson 26
GIVE Lesson 27
FAST Lesson 28
Evaluating options Lesson 29
Interpersonal Effectiveness Test Lesson 30
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1. Difficulty managing emotions. Adolescents often experience intense, quickly chang-
ing emotions, and these can lead to impulsive, emotion- based behaviors. Sometimes teens 
don’t even recognize their emotions or the physical sensations that go along with the emo-
tions. The skills in the Emotion Regulation module teach first how to recognize and name 
emotions, and then how to decrease unpleasant emotions and increase positive emotions.

2. Confusion about self/distraction. Adolescence is a time when students are developing 
who they are, what they like, their values, and their goals. Peer pressure, social media, and 
other environmental pressures can make it difficult for teenagers to understand themselves. 
It is also a time when distraction and loss of focus are problems. Confusion about the self and 
distraction can be improved by using the skills taught in the Mindfulness module (again, 
often referred to as “core” mindfulness skills to emphasize their importance). These skills 
increase self- awareness and control of attention. These skills are necessary for making cen-
tered, grounded decisions about the self, as well as focusing the mind (on classwork or other 
activities).

3. Impulsiveness. Teens can engage in a variety of problematic impulsive behaviors— 
ranging from skipping class, using drugs, and consuming alcohol to risky unprotected sexual 
behaviors, self- injurious behaviors (e.g., cutting, burning, or hitting oneself), and suicidal 
behaviors. Sometimes impulsive behaviors function as an escape from painful emotions. The 
skills taught in the Distress Tolerance module help make distress more endurable so that stu-
dents do not act impulsively and make the situation worse.

4. Interpersonal problems. Many people struggle with how to ask others for things they 
want, say no to things they don’t want, build and maintain long-term relationships, and main-
tain self- respect during interpersonal interactions. The three primary sets of skills in the 
Interpersonal Effectiveness module are strategies for increasing success in each of these dif-
ficult areas.

Students are then asked to identify specific behaviors that they want to work on increas-
ing and decreasing over the course of the class. Behaviors to be decreased can include miss-
ing curfew, skipping class, not doing schoolwork, relationship and family problems, physical 
or verbal abuse toward others, gambling, drug or alcohol use, and chronic lateness to work 
or school. Some of these behaviors may seem fine to bring up in class, and others may not. 
In order to maintain confidentiality and to keep everyone focused, we encourage that the 
term “target behavior” be used in class discussions, so that students are not tempted to think, 
“Since this behavior isn’t my problem, I do not have to pay attention.”

Dialectics (Lesson 2)

The underlying philosophy of DBT and of DBT skills is “dialectics.” Dialectics is a world-
view in which reality as a whole consists of opposing forces— a “thesis” in tension with an 
“antithesis.” A “synthesis” emerges from this tension. From a dialectical perspective, change 
is constant: A synthesis becomes a new thesis with a new antithesis. Opposites can both be 
true as parts of the larger whole, and contradictions may not cancel each other out. A premise 
of dialectics is that no one person can know all of reality, and so one person’s truth can only 
be a partial truth. There is always more to know.
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A dialectical perspective can help individuals think, feel, and behave in a balanced way. 
The fundamental dialectic in DBT is that of acceptance and change. We must accept things 
as they are, including ourselves, and at the same time recognize the need to change things, 
including ourselves. There are change- oriented skills in DBT STEPS-A, such as emotion reg-
ulation and interpersonal effectiveness skills; there are also acceptance- oriented skills, such 
as mindfulness and distress tolerance skills. The goal of dialectical thinking in DBT STEPS-A 
is to help students reduce “black-or-white,” “all-or- nothing” thinking and increase their abil-
ity to recognize that there can be multiple perspectives to any situation. We want students to 
move away from “either– or” thinking and move toward “both–and” thinking. For example, 
it is useful for students to remind themselves of this common dialectical statement when the 
going gets tough: “I’m doing the best I can in this moment, and I need to do better.”

Recognizing different perspectives does not necessarily mean approving or agreeing 
with other perspectives; it simply allows us to consider both sides of a situation. Once both 
sides of a dilemma or conflict can be understood, a search for synthesis can begin. A dialecti-
cal synthesis is not simply a compromise. Rather, it is a solution that honors the truth in both 
sides. For example, when we are stuck in a black-or-white dilemma, the synthesis will not be 
gray, but will be like black-and-white polka dots or like a checkerboard.

Mindfulness (Lessons 3–5, 13–14, and 23–24)

As we’ve noted, mindfulness skills are the foundation of the DBT STEPS-A curriculum, and 
the skills in the other three modules build on them. As shown in Figure 1.1, the Mindfulness 
module is repeated after each subsequent module.

Why Teach Mindfulness Skills?

Mindfulness skills teach youth how to focus their attention, pay attention to one thing at a 
time, and increase their awareness of the present rather than being distracted by thoughts 
about the past and future. These are critical skills— not only for regulating emotions, but for 
studying and for focusing in school. Mindfulness skills also help students notice and label 
their emotions, thoughts, and urges; doing this increases their self- awareness while reducing 
potential impulse control problems. Furthermore, these skills help students notice when they 
are making overly emotional decisions or overly logical ones, and assist them in finding a bal-
ance. With greater awareness, student will have more choices and can make more effective 
decisions. Mindfulness skills can help students enhance their identity, develop future goals, 
and identify their values.

The DBT core mindfulness skills developed by Linehan (1993, 2015a) are secular. 
Although Linehan drew from Buddhist practices, the mindfulness skills are not meant to 
teach Buddhism, spirituality, or any type of religion. The skills help individuals become more 
aware of living in the present moment and to be more mindful in our current lives. According 
to Jon Kabat-Zinn, the treatment developer of Mindfulness- Based Stress Reduction, mindful-
ness is “paying attention in a particular way, on purpose, in the present moment nonjudgmen-
tally” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, p. 4). In contrast, mindlessness is like being on automatic pilot—not 
being aware of what we are doing or what is going on around us in this one moment. Thus 
mindfulness skills focus on increasing awareness and control of attention.
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According to Linehan (2015a), there are three main goals of mindfulness: (1) Reduce suf-
fering and increase happiness, (2) increase control of our minds, and (3) experience reality as 
it is.

1. Reduce suffering and increase happiness. Research has found that regularly prac-
ticing mindfulness has been associated with increased emotional stability (e.g., decreased 
depression, anxiety, anger) and increased sense of well-being (e.g., improved body image, 
reduction of physical problems) in both clinical and nonclinical populations (Kabat-Zinn et al., 
1992; Vøllestad, Nielsen, & Høstmark, 2012; Kaviani, Javaheri, & Hatami, 2011). This does 
not mean that mindfulness will take away all pain and troubles; it means that mindfulness can 
help reduce misery and increase overall joy in day-to-day life.

2. Increase control of our minds. Being in control of our minds is learning to be in con-
trol of our attention. It is being in control of what we pay attention to and for how long. It is 
the difference between walking or driving home and wondering how we got there and really 
noticing the route and the experience of driving. The first way is mindlessness. Mindfulness 
is taking control of what we pay attention to and being aware of it in the present, rather than 
getting lost in thought.

3. Experience reality as it is. Experiencing reality as it is means being present to life 
as it is, rather than as we think life should be. It is the opposite of avoiding life or escaping 
problems. Escape often causes even more problems, and suppressing thoughts and emotions 
can increase their frequency.

Specific Mindfulness Skills

The Mindfulness module teaches seven core skills aimed at increasing students’ ability to 
be more mindful during their everyday interactions: wise mind; the three “what” skills 
(observing, describing, and participating); and the three “how” skills (nonjudgmentally, one- 
mindfully, and effectively).

WISE MInD

The first mindfulness skill taught is called “wise mind.” Students are first oriented to the 
three states of mind: “reasonable mind,” “emotion mind,” and “wise mind.” Reasonable mind 
is acting out of reason and logic in the absence of emotion. Being in reasonable mind may be 
helpful when one is working on a chemistry experiment in the lab and must add the chemi-
cals very carefully and strategically so that the substances do not explode. Emotion mind is 
thinking and acting from intense emotion, disregarding all reason and logic. For example, a 
student named Katy finds out that she received a D on her chemistry final, just as she is about 
to take her English final. She is so upset that she cannot concentrate on her English final and 
starts to believe she is going to fail this second exam (and perhaps the whole semester). Wise 
mind is the synthesis of reasonable mind and emotion mind. It is the place from which we 
can make wise decisions that acknowledge both our logic and our emotions. It is not a place of 
compromise; rather, it is a place that allows us to see reality for what it is and experience our 
emotions about it without becoming overwhelmed. Wise mind is the state of mind in which 
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Katy can validate her emotions of sadness and fear about the chemistry exam, while also 
holding the logic that if she skips the English final, she will fall even further behind and most 
certainly fail. Right now, she only thinks she will fail and does not know it for sure. Once she 
is able to reach wise mind, she will be able to determine what other skills she can use to help 
decrease her emotions.

ThE “WhAT” SkIllS

The remaining six mindfulness skills— the “what” skills and the “how” skills— focus on how 
we can practice mindfulness and access our wise mind. The “what” skills are practiced one at 
a time, not together. We observe or describe or participate.

•	 Observing. To observe mindfully is simply to notice or observe things either inside or 
outside of ourselves, without putting words on our observations. We observe the world out-
side ourselves through our five senses. We observe our own thoughts and emotions through 
our internal sensations. However, we cannot observe the thoughts, emotions, or intentions of 
other people. We can only observe other people’s behaviors and facial expressions.

•	 Describing. To describe is to put an observation into words. We cannot mindfully 
describe something we have not observed. To describe it mindfully is to stick to the observ-
able facts without judgments, interpretations, or opinions.

•	 Participating. To participate mindfully is to completely engage in an activity com-
pletely, throwing oneself into it 100%. To participate means going to a school dance and 
throwing oneself into the dancing without self- consciousness, without constantly watching to 
see whether people are looking and wondering what they think.

ThE “hoW” SkIllS

As the names of these skill groups indicate, the “what” skills are what we do; the “how” skills 
are how we observe, describe, or participate. Unlike the “what” skills, the “how” skills— 
nonjudgmentally, one- mindfully, and effectively— are to be practiced together.

•	 Nonjudgmentally. To observe, describe, or participate nonjudgmentally means just 
that: not to judge. To describe, for example, is to verbalize only what one sees, without 
 evaluating it as good or bad. Judgments tend to fuel the intensity of emotions; therefore, the 
more judgmental thinking and communicating are, the more intense the emotions are likely 
to be.

•	 One- mindfully. One- mindfully means doing only one thing at a time in the moment; 
it is the opposite of multitasking. It is focusing attention on this moment, rather than on what 
might happen in the future or what has happened in the past.

•	 Effectively. Last, acting effectively means doing what works—that is, choosing actions 
that move one toward his or her long-term goals. It is the opposite of cutting off one’s nose 
to spite one’s face, similar to doing something based on principle, even though it moves one 
further away from his or her goals.
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Distress Tolerance (Lessons 6–12)

The next module is Distress Tolerance. The skills in this module help students cope with 
emotional distress so that they do not act impulsively and make matters worse. Students must 
have some ability to tolerate distress in order to consider using other effective skills, such as 
those from the Emotion Regulation module.

Why Teach Distress Tolerance Skills?

The goal of the distress tolerance skills in DBT STEPS-A is to reduce impulsiveness across 
different environments. Ultimately, this means fewer outbursts, conflicts, skipped classes, and 
aggressive incidents in school. Thus the reduction of impulsiveness through distress tolerance 
strategies has significant benefits in reducing disciplinary issues and concerns, while also 
enhancing academic progress.

The distress tolerance skills are divided into two categories: the crisis survival skills and 
the reality acceptance skills. A person can use crisis survival skills when dealing with a major 
problem or crisis that cannot be solved right away. If the crisis is causing the individual to 
experience a significant amount of distress (about 65 or higher on a scale of 0–100), and the 
person is in danger of acting from emotion mind in an ineffective way, then crisis survival 
skills should be employed.

Crisis Survival Skills (Lessons 6–9)

Several sets of crisis survival skills are taught in the DBT STEPS-A curriculum: distracting 
with wise mind ACCEPTS; IMPROVE the moment; self- soothing with the five senses, plus 
movement; TIP skills; and pros and cons. Several of these skill names are mnemonics stand-
ing for a variety of distraction methods. Crisis survival skills are not intended to eliminate dis-
tress, nor do they solve the problem causing the distress. These skills only make distress more 
tolerable in the short term and reduce the likelihood of making the situation worse. They are 
not to be used to escape or avoid problems over the long term.

DISTrACTIng WITh WISE MInD ACCEPTS (lESSon 6)

The ACCEPTS skills are methods for distracting from a painful situation by mindfully par-
ticipating: Activities, Contributing, Comparisons, Emotions, Pushing away, Thoughts, and 
Sensations. The key here, and with all other skills in DBT STEPS-A, is for students to engage 
in the skills mindfully. Through participating one- mindfully in other behaviors, students will 
be able to distract themselves from their current problems and emotions (As we all know, it 
is not effective to practice distraction all the time. The Emotion Regulation module teaches 
effective skills to help students tolerate and experience emotions as well.).

IMProVE ThE MoMEnT (lESSon 7)

The IMPROVE skills focus on how to get through the current moment: Imagery, Meaning, 
Prayer, Relaxation, doing only One thing in the moment, taking a brief Vacation, and Encour-
agement.
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SElF‑SooThIng WITh ThE FIVE SEnSES AnD MoVEMEnT (lESSon 7)

The premise of self- soothing is to make distress more tolerable by engaging in sensual com-
forts, such as looking at something beautiful (vision), listening to favorite music (hearing), 
lighting a scented candle (smell), eating a favorite food (taste), or having a warm bath (touch). 
Movement (walking, yoga, tai chi, etc.) is also used as a form of self- soothing.

TIP SkIllS (lESSon 8)

The TIP skills are ways to reduce intense emotions quickly for a brief amount of time. 
They work by activating the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS). The PNS is the body’s 
physiological emotion regulation system that calls the body into rest (i.e., heart rate slows 
down, blood pressure decreases, saliva production decreases, pupils constrict, and digestion 
increases). Activation of the PNS counters the effect of the sympathetic nervous system (SNS), 
which is the “fight-or- flight” system that calls the body into action.

TIP stands for three ways that one can activate the PNS—by changing body Tempera-
ture, using Intense exercise, and engaging in Paced breathing.

•	 Temperature. Putting the face in a bowl of cold water can activate the PNS.

•	 Intense exercise. Intense exercise (e.g., running, power walking, jumping jacks, air 
boxing, sit-ups, push-ups) can quickly decrease intense emotions. It’s best to exercise for 20 
minutes mindfully; the PNS will be activated once the exercise stops and the body slows 
down.

•	 Paced breathing. Paced breathing entails slowing down the breath and engaging in 
deep breathing where the exhale is longer than the inhale. Typically, the goal is 4 seconds 
for the inhale and 6–8 seconds for the exhale. This will decrease the total number of breath 
cycles per minute to between 5 and 7 breaths per minute. The average pace of breathing for a 
teenager is about 12–16 breaths per minute.

ProS AnD ConS (lESSon 9)

The skill of pros and cons is a decision- making strategy that is useful for a wide variety of 
issues. Within the Distress Tolerance module, students use it to determine the short- and long-
term advantages and disadvantages of engaging in problematic impulsive behaviors (i.e., the 
students’ target behaviors). This model of pros and cons is different from the typical model, 
in that the pros and cons of engaging in a target behavior and the pros and cons of not engag-
ing in it must both be identified. This results in a four-cell list rather than a two- column list. 
By comparing the pros and cons of acting on urges with the pros and cons of tolerating the 
urges, students are able to identify effective reasons for tolerating their urges and acting skill-
fully. The long-term pros of tolerating the urge usually outweigh the short-term pros of acting 
impulsively. Pros and cons are best completed when a student is not distressed and in advance 
of emotional situations. The list should then be kept handy so it can be referred to when impul-
sive urges arise. Once students decide that they are going to tolerate their urges and not act on 
their emotions, then they can use one of the other crisis survival skills to help them tolerate the 
urges (e.g., distracting with wise mind ACCEPTS, IMPROVE the moment, or self- soothing).
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Reality Acceptance Skills (Lessons 10–12)

The second half of the Distress Tolerance module focuses on skills for accepting reality. 
Whereas the crisis survival skills focus on tolerating distress in the short term, the reality 
acceptance skills focus on tolerating distress for problems that cannot be solved in the longer 
term— either because the past cannot be changed, because present circumstances are outside 
our control, or because solutions are only possible in the future. Before we can change reality, 
we must first see and accept reality as it is. Reality acceptance skills are tools for how to make 
the best of a bad situation. These skills are radical acceptance, turning the mind, willingness, 
and mindfulness of current thoughts.

rADICAl ACCEPTAnCE (lESSon 10)

Radical acceptance is acknowledging and accepting reality as it is, rather than how we think 
it should be or want it to be. “Radical” refers to accepting something “all the way,” completely, 
100%. We must be able to see the facts without judgment in order to begin acceptance. The 
key concept behind radical acceptance is that pain in life is inevitable, but suffering is optional. 
Fighting a difficult reality (non- acceptance) adds suffering and misery to pain.

For example, a student named Tom is expelled from school for cheating when he did not 
cheat. As a result, he has missed 6 months of school, has had to repeat the school year, has 
not been able to attend school functions, and has lost contact with many of his friends. This 
is a painful situation. But when Tom fights the reality by insisting that “It shouldn’t have hap-
pened,” or asking “Why me?”, he adds suffering to his pain. Fighting reality does not change 
reality. Acceptance of reality does not mean approval or passivity. Accepting what has hap-
pened does not mean that Tom agrees with the expulsion or gives up. Although acceptance 
may bring up much anger, sadness, and grief about the loss, it can also move Tom toward 
completing schoolwork in order to catch up, get back on track, repair old relationships, or 
build new ones.

Acceptance is about letting go of all the “shoulds” in our lives, such as “Things should be 
easier,” “It shouldn’t have happened this way,” or “I should be able to do the things I want to 
do.” Acceptance means acknowledging the reality of our lives, such as “My parents do have 
the right to place restrictions on me,” “Everything is caused, so this could not have happened 
any other way unless I [or someone else] did something different earlier,” or “I may not have 
caused all the problems in my life, and I still have to solve them.”

TurnIng ThE MInD (lESSon 11)

Radical acceptance is not a one-time skill. Once something is radically accepted, it is prob-
ably not accepted forever. Acceptance can come and go, and when we find ourselves in a place 
of nonacceptance, we must turn our minds back to acceptance. Turning the mind is choosing 
to turn toward accepting reality, like coming to a fork in the road and turning toward the 
road of acceptance. Signs that we have gone back to nonacceptance and are rejecting reality 
include anger or willfulness.

For example, on Monday a student named Erica may be able to radically accept that she 
did not get the lead in the class play; then on Thursday she sees the student who has the lead 
make mistakes, and she gets angry again that she wasn’t picked. Erica will have to use the skill 
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of turning the mind to turn herself back toward acceptance. She may have to do this over and 
over again to let go of the suffering. Turning the mind may need to occur once a year, once a 
month, once a week, once an hour, or 30 times a minute. Students must practice being mind-
ful to notice when nonacceptance of reality reappears.

WIllIngnESS (lESSon 11)

Willingness is the skill of doing what is needed in any given situation. It is similar to the skill 
of acting effectively from the mindfulness “how” skills. Willingness is often easier to teach by 
contrasting it with willfulness. Willfulness is refusing to tolerate the moment, to act as if it is 
not occurring. Willfulness can take the form of sitting on our hands, being passive at a time 
when action is called for. Willfulness can also take the form of trying to control things that are 
out of our control. For example, a student named Nia might try to get her friends to see the 
movie she wants to see, when everyone else wants to see a different movie. When Nia doesn’t 
succeed, she may go with everyone else but complain, making them unhappy. Willfulness is 
the inability to move from our own stance. It is doing something grudgingly. Willingness is 
doing what is needed nonjudgmentally and without reservation. It is doing and acting com-
pletely from wise mind.

MInDFulnESS oF CurrEnT ThoughTS (lESSon 12)

Mindfulness of current thoughts is the final skill taught in the Distress Tolerance module. We 
have all had painful thoughts, and dwelling on those thoughts tends to increase our distress 
and pain. It’s understandable to want to push painful thoughts out of our minds, to suppress 
them. This can help temporarily, but research (Wegner, 1989) has found that thought sup-
pression tends to increase the frequency of the suppressed thought. Mindfulness of current 
thoughts is the opposite of trying to change or suppress thoughts; it is about allowing thoughts 
to come and go out without holding on to them or trying to push them away. All thoughts are 
mental events, neural firings of the brain. In this sense, all thoughts are essentially the same. 
Mindfulness of current thoughts is mindful observing and describing of a thought as just a 
thought. Through observing thoughts, we gain distance from them and can watch them come 
and go without holding on to them or believing that “Since I thought it, it must be true.” We 
can let go of analyzing the thoughts.

Emotion Regulation (Lessons 15–21)

After the Mindfulness module is revisited briefly, the Emotion Regulation module is taught. It 
is designed to help students acquire a better understanding of emotions and develop a greater 
capacity to regulate their emotions. This module includes skills to reduce unpleasant emo-
tions (vulnerability to emotion mind) and skills to increase positive emotions.

Why Teach Emotion Regulation Skills?

Emotion regulation skills are crucial for adolescents, especially those who may be emotionally 
sensitive and reactive, and for whom calming down from emotional arousal does not come 
easily. Developing the ability to make decisions that are not made under emotional duress 
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provides these students with a greater likelihood of making effective decisions. Whereas the 
mindfulness skills and the distress tolerance skills are both acceptance- based sets of skills, 
the skills taught in this module and the Interpersonal Effectiveness module are considered 
change- based skills.

There are four categories of emotion regulation skills: (1) understanding and naming 
emotions, (2) changing emotional responses, (3) reducing vulnerability to emotion mind, and 
(4) letting go of emotional suffering.

Understanding and Naming Emotions

goAlS oF EMoTIon rEgulATIon AnD FunCTIonS oF EMoTIonS (lESSon 15)

The Emotion Regulation module begins by teaching students that basic emotions are biologi-
cally hard-wired and serve important functions. They motivate and prepare us for action; for 
instance, fear involves physiological arousal that urges us to move away from what is feared. 
Emotions communicate to and influence others through our facial expressions and our verbal 
and nonverbal behaviors. Finally, emotions give us information about ourselves and our envi-
ronment. The goal of the module is not to get rid of emotions, but rather to understand and 
manage them better.

DESCrIBIng EMoTIonS (lESSon 16)

Students are then taught how to observe and describe the parts of the emotion system, as 
shown in the model of emotions (depicted in Handout 16.1). This model presents an emotion 
as a full- system response that includes vulnerability factors; a prompting event; thoughts or 
interpretations about the event; internal physiological responses and action urges; external 
responses such as facial expressions and behaviors; and consequences of actions. Being able to 
observe and describe the process helps students identify the specific emotion. Changing any 
one part of the emotion system can change the emotion or reduce its intensity.

Once students are able to understand and label their emotions, they must decide whether 
they want to change their emotion or continue to experience the emotion.

Changing Emotional Responses

ChECkIng ThE FACTS (lESSon 17)

Thoughts and interpretations of a prompting event can intensify or change an emotion; they 
can be also what prompts an emotion in the first place. Interpretations, however, can be 
wrong. We may think we see a snake in our path and jump away from it, heart pounding. On 
second look, it turns out to be a stick, and we start to calm down. The skill of checking the 
facts asks students to make sure that what they think happened actually did happen. Revising 
an initial interpretation to match the facts more closely can change the initial emotion.

oPPoSITE ACTIon (lESSon 17)

The skill of opposite action focuses on changing an emotion by acting opposite to the emo-
tion’s action urge or behavior tendency. Every emotion naturally comes with an action urge. 
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For example, when we are angry, we often have the urge to attack; if we are scared, we have 
the urge to avoid; and when we are sad, we tend to want to withdraw. Changing behavior can 
change the emotion. This skill is based on empirically supported treatments for depression 
and anxiety disorders that call for getting active in the case of depression, and approaching 
rather than avoiding for phobias and other anxiety disorders. The key to opposite action is that 
students must engage in the opposite action 100%; maintaining thoughts of frustration and 
anger while smiling at someone will not reduce or change the emotion associated with the 
other person. Furthermore, the goal must be to change the emotion.

ProBlEM SolVIng (lESSon 18)

When painful emotions are caused by a situation or life problem, solving the problem is the 
best way to change the emotion. This skill includes a seven-step problem- solving process.

Reducing Vulnerability to Emotion Mind: ABC PLEASE

The third set of emotion regulation skills focuses on preventing painful emotions from start-
ing by decreasing vulnerability to emotion mind. These skills are known by the mnemonic 
ABC PLEASE.

ACCuMulATIng PoSITIVES (lESSon 19)

Increasing positive experiences relieves stress and builds emotional resilience. Students are 
encouraged to accumulate positives in the short term by doing at least one thing every day 
that they find pleasant and enjoyable. They are also encouraged to plan for the long term by 
identifying their personal values, choosing long-term goals based on those values, and identi-
fying specific steps they can take now to begin moving toward those goals.

BuIlDIng MASTEry (lESSon 20)

Building mastery is as important as accumulating positives. Building mastery is the skill of 
engaging in activities that are difficult but not impossible. By engaging in and completing dif-
ficult tasks on a regular basis, individuals will increase their overall sense of self- confidence, 
self-worth, and competence. These activities may include tasks that are not particularly enjoy-
able, but that confer a sense of accomplishment and pride once they are completed.

CoPIng AhEAD oF TIME WITh EMoTIonAl SITuATIonS (lESSon 20)

The next skill involves selecting and rehearsing coping skills in advance of a situation that 
is likely to trigger difficult emotions. Advance rehearsal increases the likelihood that a per-
son will actually carry out that behavior during the emotional situation, and it reduces the 
likelihood that the person will become emotionally overwhelmed. There are two methods of 
rehearsing in advance: imaginal practice and in vivo practice. In vivo practice is practice as 
close to the actual situation as possible, such as role- playing the situation with another person. 
Imaginal practice is imagining the situation and engaging in the skills. Research (Atienza, 
Balaguer, & Garcia- Merita, 1998, Jeannerod & Frak, 1999; Kazdin & Mascitelli, 1982) has 
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found that imaginal practice can be as effective as live practice for some behaviors. This is 
true for athletes practicing new skills, as well as individuals who know they are going to expe-
rience an emotionally difficult situation.

PlEASE SkIllS (lESSon 20)

The PLEASE skills decrease vulnerability to emotion mind by taking care of the body. 
PLEASE stands for the following: treat PhysicaL illness, balance Eating, Avoid mood-altering 
drugs, balance Sleep, and get Exercise. Although the PLEASE skills are essentially common- 
sense practices, teens and adults often overlook them or do not make the connection between 
these health- related behaviors and their moods. They are among the most important skill sets, 
and we stress their importance to our students.

Letting Go of Emotional Suffering

ThE WAVE SkIll—MInDFulnESS oF CurrEnT EMoTIonS (lESSon 21)

There are times when a student must experience a difficult emotion in order to respond effec-
tively. In such situations, the student should use the “wave” skill, which is also referred to as 
“mindfulness of current emotions.” In the Distress Tolerance module, the students learn how 
to distract from their emotions and emotion- based behavioral urges. At times, distraction is 
very effective; however, it is just as important for students to learn how to experience and 
tolerate their emotions as well. This skill will teach students how to be mindful of and experi-
ence the physical sensations that accompany emotions, without distracting themselves from 
or avoiding them.

Interpersonal Effectiveness (Lessons 25–29)

The last module of the DBT STEPS-A curriculum is Interpersonal Effectiveness. It is taught 
after the Mindfulness module lessons have once again been reviewed. The overall goal of the 
Interpersonal Effectiveness module is to help students develop and maintain better interper-
sonal relationships by improving assertiveness, reducing conflict, and increasing self- respect.

Why Teach Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills?

It is no surprise that one often hears that the event prompting an intense emotional or prob-
lem behavior was an interpersonal situation. These situations can include problems with boy-
friends or girlfriends, teachers, family members, or friends. Thus the Interpersonal Effective-
ness module is extremely important. The interpersonal effectiveness skills benefit all types of 
relationships: peer to peer, student to teacher and staff, and family. Strains from school prob-
lems such as peer exclusion, bullying, or not connecting with teachers can be reduced with 
good interpersonal effectiveness skills. In addition, improving overall interpersonal effective-
ness among students creates the potential for an overall change in the culture of students’ (and 
perhaps also staff members’) interactions throughout the school. The interpersonal effective-
ness skills help students learn how to ask effectively for things they want or say no to things 
they don’t want, while maintaining or improving the relationship and maintaining self- respect.
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Specific Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills

oVErVIEW AnD goAl SETTIng/PrIorITIzIng (lESSon 25)

The first lesson in this module teaches how to identify and prioritize three main goals in any 
given interpersonal situation: (1) “objectives effectiveness,” or being able to ask for things stu-
dents want or say no to things they do not want; (2) “relationship effectiveness,” or maintaining 
and even improving the relationship when asking or saying no; and (3) “self- respect effective-
ness,” or maintaining and improving self- respect in the interaction. All three goals may be met 
in any interpersonal situation; however, each situation may differ in the degree to which the 
goals can be met. Students are taught to consider the three goals listed above and rank their 
importance for an interaction. When it is not possible to obtain all the goals, prioritizing them 
allows students to emphasize one set of skills over another to obtain the most important goal 
in a given situation. In the subsequent lessons, skills that correspond to each of these goals 
are then taught.

oBjECTIVES EFFECTIVEnESS SkIllS: DEAr MAn (lESSon 26)

The objectives effectiveness skills are assertiveness skills that individuals can use to ask for 
things they want or say no to things they do not want. DEAR MAN is a mnemonic for this 
set of skills: Describe the situation, Express your emotion or opinion, Assert your request, 
Reinforce the other person ahead of time, stay Mindful of this moment, Appear confident, 
and Negotiate as needed.

rElATIonShIP EFFECTIVEnESS SkIllS: gIVE (lESSon 27)

The DEAR MAN skills can be thought of as what to say to obtain an objective. The GIVE 
skills can be thought of as how to say it to maintain or improve the relationship with the other 
person in both the short and long term. GIVE is a mnemonic for be Gentle, act Interested, 
Validate, and use an Easy manner. Students are taught to consider how they want the other 
person to feel about them after the interaction is over.

SElF‑rESPECT EFFECTIVEnESS SkIllS: FAST (lESSon 28)

The FAST skills can be thought of as how to ask or say no in order to maintain or improve 
self- respect in the interaction. FAST stands for be Fair, no Apologies, Stick to values, and be 
Truthful. As compared to the GIVE skills, students are taught to consider how they want to 
feel about themselves after the interaction is over. Students’ values identified during the Emo-
tion Regulation module (as they accumulate positives in the long term—part of the A of ABC 
PLEASE) are relevant here.

EVAluATIng oPTIonS (lESSon 29)

Finally, being interpersonally effective also includes being able to determine the intensity 
with which to ask for things or say no to someone else. In some situations, it is imperative to 
ask firmly and not to take no for an answer; in other situations, it is more effective to ask softly 
and take no for the answer. The final set of skills in this module, evaluating options, describes 
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the factors that should influence the intensity of asking or saying no and how to weigh them. 
These 10 factors are (1) your own or the other person’s capability to give what is asked; (2) your 
priorities; (3) the effect of your actions on your self- respect; (4) your and the other person’s 
moral and legal rights in the situation; (5) your authority over the other person or the other 
person’s authority over you; (6) the type of relationship you have with the person; (7) the effect 
of your action on your long-term versus short-term goals; (8) the degree of reciprocity, or give 
and take, in the relationship; (9) whether you have (or the other person has) done adequate 
homework to prepare; and (10) the timing of your request or refusal. Students will weigh these 
factors to determine the intensity of asking for something or saying no after they have priori-
tized their goals for the interpersonal situation.

concluSIon

The 30 lessons (tests included) constitute the DBT STEPS-A curriculum. The recommended 
sequence of delivery has been provided: starting with Mindfulness, proceeding to Distress 
Tolerance and then Emotion Regulation, and finishing with Interpersonal Effectiveness. 
However, instructors can use a sequence of Mindfulness, Interpersonal Effectiveness, Emo-
tion Regulation, and Distress Tolerance. The decision of which module to implement after 
Mindfulness is based on the teachers’ familiarity with or knowledge of the students in the 
class. The specific lessons and student handouts are provided in Parts II and III, respectively.
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The DBT STEPS-A curriculum and skills are designed for universal implementation. We 
believe that all adolescents can benefit from the DBT STEPS-A curriculum, but it is ulti-
mately up to the personnel of each school district or educational setting to decide how they 
want to implement the curriculum, depending on their state requirements and educational 
standards. The DBT STEPS-A curriculum is designed to be taught within a class structure, 
and several options for class implementation are discussed below.

oPTIonS for ImPlemenTATIon

The first option is implementing DBT STEPS-A as an independent, mandatory course for 
all students. There are several advantages to this option. First, all students will receive the 
curriculum and thus will have the opportunity to develop the DBT skills. Second, as an inde-
pendent course, its content will be viewed as just as important as the content of other courses 
(such as English language arts, math, and science), and as part of the basic education received 
by students. Some states (e.g., Kansas and Pennsylvania) are beginning to develop school- 
based SEL standards that are aligned with state academic standards; the DBT STEPS-A 
course could be used to meet those standards. The last advantage is that making DBT STEPS-
A an independent, required course should have a positive impact on the entire school envi-
ronment. With every student exposed to the curriculum, school administrators and personnel 
can use the skills in their interactions with adolescents. For example, when an adolescent 
appears distracted in class, the teacher can remind the student, “Use your mindfulness skills 
to help you refocus.” Similarly, athletic coaches can remind team members to use their emo-
tion regulation skills during the next match in order to perform better. The disadvantage of 
this option is that schools need to find a place in their educational schedule to include the 
DBT STEPS-A class.

The second option is for the DBT STEPS-A class to be taught in conjunction with a 
course that is already required, such as health. The advantage of this option is that a health 
course is already required in most states, and thus the educational schedule does not need to 
be altered to accommodate the DBT STEPS-A class. Also, this option (like the first option) 
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has the advantages of exposing all students to the curriculum, addressing SEL standards, and 
having positive effects on the entire school environment. The disadvantage is that the DBT 
STEPS-A curriculum may need to compete for limited time resources with the requirements 
to cover specific health material. Although the content of many health courses overlaps with 
the skills taught in DBT STEPS-A (such as skills for assertive refusal, healthy decision mak-
ing, and stress management), state standards for the health class may require class content 
to be tipped toward the health curriculum. Advocates for CASEL (Weissberg & Cascarino, 
2013) have discussed the limitations of this option and the need to integrate SEL curricula 
into the standard core curricula being taught in schools.

A third option is to offer DBT STEPS-A as an elective course. If this option is chosen, 
then several mechanisms can be used to encourage enrollment. First, teachers can send lists 
of students they believe would benefit from the DBT STEPS-A class to the school principal or 
administrators. Second, students can self- select enrollment in the class, as they do for other 
elective courses. If there are too many students wanting to enroll in the DBT STEPS-A class, 
random assignment or other schoolwide procedures can be used to select the participants. 
Finally, students who come to the attention of school personnel because of difficulty in man-
aging emotions or behaviors can be chosen for this class. However, this selection strategy may 
result in a class of students who need more support than a universal program can provide.

oPTIonS for ScheDulInG

In regard to scheduling, the DBT STEPS-A course should be treated like other courses in 
the curriculum. This means that if the course is designated as a health course, it should meet 
as frequently and for the same length of time as other health courses. The DBT STEPS-A 
curriculum is flexible for varying school schedules; we recommend providing it in a class 
taught either once a week over the course of a year or twice a week per semester. Each les-
son is presented in Part II of this book as a 50-minute lesson plan; however, the content can 
be adjusted, depending on the length of the class or the requirements of block scheduling. 
Finally, the curriculum is not designed to be taught in a class that meets every day, because 
students need time and opportunities to practice their newly learned skills outside the DBT 
STEPS-A classroom, which helps with the generalization of the skills.

currIculum GoAlS

Skill Acquisition and Generalization

The ultimate goals of the DBT STEPS-A curriculum are for students to learn the skills (skill 
acquisition) and to be able to apply them to their lives outside the classroom (skill generaliza-
tion). Thus the DBT STEPS-A curriculum focuses on helping students learn different skills, 
while also providing structured opportunities for students to practice those skills. Skill acqui-
sition and generalization are the main foci of the DBT STEPS-A curriculum and class.

Skill acquisition in DBT STEPS-A is a two-part process: instruction and skill practice. 
The lessons are designed to teach students the underlying reasons for the skills, such as why 
our bodies and minds react the way they do under certain circumstances. Students are given 



28 OVERViEW OF DbT STEpS-a 

information about emotions and their emotional reactions, and are taught that they can change 
those reactions or reduce the intensity of the reactions through specific coping strategies.

The majority of time during each lesson is spent on helping students understanding what 
the skill (or skills) being taught is, the rationale behind the skill, examples of the skill, and 
when to implement the skill. This part of the lesson uses examples and involves student par-
ticipation in order to ensure that the skill is properly understood.

The homework is assigned after each lesson and promotes generalization by requiring 
practice of the taught skills in environments outside the DBT STEPS-A classroom. As with 
most other skills, such as riding a bike or learning to swim, students will need to practice 
these skills over and over again to gain proficiency and confidence in using them.

We expect that some skills will work better for some students than for others. Thus each 
module contains multiple skills that can be used for the same purpose. Students should be 
encouraged to try all the skills and choose those that work best for them. It is highly likely that 
students attending the same DBT STEPS-A class will choose to implement different skills for 
similar situations.

clASS SIze AnD GenerAl formAT

The DBT STEPS-A curriculum has been designed for class periods that are 50 minutes in 
length, and the lessons are written to maximize peer-to-peer interactions and student par-
ticipation. With a smaller class size of 8–10 students, there are greater opportunities for class 
participation, homework review, and skills practice. However, throughout all the lesson plans, 
the structured interactions and times can be easily modified for smaller or larger groups 
and different class lengths. We recognize that small group sizes may be unrealistic for most 
schools, given the demands of school districts and the needs of the students, and thus the les-
sons are easily adaptable to larger groups. However, research has shown that small groups are 
an efficient means for increased participation and increased performance and coordination of 
activities and facilitate peer interactions in assisting or helping others to develop their skills 
or expertise (Moreland, Levine, & Wingert, 1996); this reviewed research thus suggests that 
when a smaller group is possible, it is likely to be more efficient and effective.

The general format of the DBT STEPS-A class, open versus closed, also needs to be 
considered. Instructors implementing a DBT STEPS-A class must carefully consider the 
advantages and disadvantages of making the class closed versus open, as well as other details 
regarding the class structure.

There are several advantages of using a closed- group format, meaning that once the class 
starts (i.e., at the beginning of the school year, semester, or quarter), it is closed to additional 
students; even if a student drops out, he or she is not replaced. The first advantage of this 
format is that the group dynamics begin to form at the beginning of the class and are not 
disrupted by the addition of new students. Second, given that the DBT STEPS-A curriculum 
relies on students’ providing some degree of self- disclosure, a closed- group format promotes 
a sense of stability and safety, so that classmates can begin to support and trust one another. 
Third, the closed format provides a sense of flow and continuity, which also enables the stu-
dents to provide support, practice opportunities, and coaching for each other.

The main disadvantage of a closed- group format, of course, is that students cannot be 
added to the class once it starts. Therefore, a student who makes a poor decision 2 weeks into 
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the school year and realizes that he or she could benefit from the class is not able to enroll in 
it if a closed format is adopted. Similarly, students who transfer from other schools during the 
middle of the academic year are also ineligible to take the class until the next time it is offered. 
Finally once the class has started, the closed format does not allow for additions to achieve a 
more balanced group, such as the number of male to female students.

In addition, we recognize that schools may not have the option of using a closed- group 
format, given district rules and policies. If a student joins an ongoing DBT STEPS-A class, 
the student should have a one-on-one meeting with the teacher first to go over the class ori-
entation materials, especially the classroom rules. The decision of whether to adopt an open 
or closed format also may be determined by the intended population: universal, selective, or 
indicated (Tier 1, 2, or 3, respectively; see Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion).

InSTrucTor chArAcTerISTIcS AnD TrAInInG

DBT STEPS-A is designed to be a universal (Tier 1) SEL curriculum, meaning that it can 
be taught by any general or special education teacher who has a minimal amount of mental 
health awareness. Health instructors, who often have some mental health awareness training, 
make excellent instructors for DBT STEPS-A. For schools that choose to use DBT STEPS-A 
with students who have been already identified with mental health or behavioral problems 
(Tiers 2 and 3), we recommend health teachers with greater mental health experience, as well 
as school counselors or school psychologists. These classes will be composed of students who 
need more intensive services and thus instructors with more training. (Again, this type of 
class is discussed more fully in Chapter 3.)

An important characteristic to consider when choosing a DBT STEPS-A teacher is his 
or her willingness to practice and use the skills before teaching them. Doing so will enable 
the instructor not only to teach the skills more successfully in the classroom, but to provide 
opportunities for students to see the skills in action and their effectiveness. The instructor 
needs to act as a role model for the students, identifying out loud what skill he or she is using, 
while also modeling vulnerability and self- monitoring— two important characteristics stu-
dents will need to develop if they are going to be successful in the DBT STEPS-A class.

In fact, a second important teacher characteristic is a willingness to use his or her own 
experiences with the skills as classroom examples. Again, teachers should be aware that effec-
tive self- disclosure models successful skill use and should be appropriate for the classroom 
environment. Although each lesson provides examples pertinent to each skill, the more tan-
gible or “real” the examples are, the more likely students will be to learn and retain the skill. 
Examples of skill use in the context of a particular school’s crisis events are often of personal 
value to the students.

The classroom environment is often a reflection of the instructor’s management style and 
ability to facilitate group discussions in a nonjudgmental manner. Because self- disclosure and 
participation are strongly encouraged in the DBT STEPS-A curriculum, it is essential that 
instructors provide a nonjudgmental environment and one that promotes group discussions.

We suggest that instructors planning to teach DBT STEPS-A in their schools receive 
formal training. The training is optional, but it provides teachers with a more comprehen-
sive understanding of the curriculum, a clear idea of what it looks like in the classroom, and 
chances to clarify issues of implementation and structure. In addition, the training demon-
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strates lessons according to a “tell, show, do” model: Selected skills are described, demon-
strated, and then practiced by the teacher trainees in front of the other participants. Past 
participants have reported that the training was very helpful in providing concrete examples 
of the lessons and showing what certain skills look like when taught in a classroom setting. At 
this writing, training can be obtained by contacting the first two authors via email at info@
dbtinschools.com.

Standard LeSSon Structure

All the DBT STEPS-A lessons follow a similar four-part structure: mindfulness exercise, 
homework review, teaching of new skill content, and lesson summary/homework assignment. 
The consistent structure not only aids classroom planning and implementation, but communi-
cates to students what to expect in each lesson.

Brief Mindfulness Exercise (5 Minutes)

Each lesson begins with a brief mindfulness exercise. This is strategic because it helps stu-
dents get into the right frame of mind (wise mind) to acquire and practice the new skill 
being taught. The practice of mindfulness also allows students to get more in tune with their 
senses, while freeing their minds from the distractions and/or stressors of the day. This type of 
exercise, when completed correctly, has been shown to enhance learning and regulate mood 
(Dimeff & Koerner, 2007).

Each lesson in Part II presents a different mindfulness exercise. The instructor, however, 
is free to implement one different from that described in the lesson plan or to repeat previous 
exercises. (A complete list of the different exercises can be found in the index.)

Homework Review (7–10 Minutes)

The homework review component of each lesson is often conducted in dyads or small groups, 
which should be changed frequently throughout the course to ensure different student com-
binations. Students check in with each other regarding the practice or implementation of the 
previous lesson. After students have reported their successes or struggles in implementing 
the particular skill, one member of each dyad or small group reports back to the larger group 
on another member’s outcomes or his or her own. The design of the homework review helps 
students get used to sharing a peer’s or their own successes and/or struggles in trying to 
implement the skills. Self- disclosure is difficult for most students, and the homework review 
helps students slowly gain comfort in with providing personal information to peers in a non-
judgmental environment. As part of a time management strategy, we recommend that the 
instructor model a brief homework report to the larger group, taking approximately 30–45 
seconds to complete the report. This establishes the expectations for the group. Here is an 
example of such a report: “I was stuck in traffic driving to school the other day, and I started 
getting upset about being late. But then I remembered to use paced breathing [a TIP skill], 
and it really worked to calm me down.”

The homework review also provides a structure for monitoring students’ skill practice 
and implementation. Specifically, it gives the instructor necessary information on how well 
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certain skills have been implemented and whether some skills need to be revisited. Discus-
sions that occur in the larger group during homework review can also give the instructor a 
general idea of which students are making a concerted effort to apply the skills outside the 
classroom. This information can be used as part of the grading rubric for the DBT STEPS-A 
class, discussed later in this chapter.

Teaching of New Skill Content (25–35 Minutes)

The majority of time in each lesson is spent on teaching the new skill to the students. It 
receives 50–70% of the class time, so that the instructor and students have enough time to 
interact with the materials in teaching the new skills. Each lesson contains an explanation of 
the new skill (or skills), the reasons why the skill is needed, the components of the skill, and 
several examples that provide an appropriate application of the skill. Handouts describing the 
components of the skill are also reviewed.

This segment of the lesson often provides students with an interactive structure for prac-
ticing the skill and making it more tangible in their lives. The interactive structure varies; 
it may include students’ reading out loud from their student handouts, practicing the new 
skills with each other, engaging in small-group discussions and activities, and/or participating 
through the use of posterboards (i.e., 2′ × 3′ poster or flipchart paper). The overall goal is to 
get the students involved and participating in the learning process. If students can gain some 
firsthand experience of what each skill includes and how to apply it, they are more likely to 
apply the skill successfully in settings outside the classroom (skill application and generaliza-
tion).

Lesson Summary and Homework Assignment (3–5 Minutes)

During the last several minutes of each lesson, the instructor summarizes the main points and 
assigns homework due for the next class. This helps students remember the big picture— what 
the skill is, why they should use it, and when to use it.

The summary is followed by asking students to put the new skill into action through the 
homework assignment, which usually involves the application of the newly learned skill. At 
least one homework sheet is provided for each lesson from Lesson 2 onward in Part III. The 
instructor goes over the homework sheet and gives students a chance to ask questions and 
to get clarification on the assignment before the class ends. New diary cards (see p. 32) are 
also distributed, listing all the skills taught in the class. Students are encouraged to practice 
previously learned skills as well as new skills, and to record their practice on the diary cards.

Materials for students

Student Handouts

All of the student handouts for the DBT STEPS-A curriculum are provided in Part III of this 
book, paralleling the instructional guide provided to teachers in Part II. Students hear the 
instructions while being able to read and see the instructions in the handouts. The handouts 
give multiple examples of what the skills look like, while also providing useful advice on what 
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not to do. The handouts can be used as resources after and between classes to help students 
remember the skills and how to practice them.

There are two types of handouts: those with student activities and skill explanations and 
those with homework assignments. (As explained further in the section on Homework, the 
latter contain practice exercises to be completed primarily outside the DBT STEPS-A class.) 
Each student should have a binder in which to keep all handouts, take notes on them during 
class instruction, and take completed homework sheets out for homework collection. In the 
Part II lesson plans, the phrase “student binder” is often used to refer to the student handouts 
it contains. The handouts are numbered according to the lesson and the sequence in which 
they are reviewed in the lesson. For example, the first handout in Lesson 10 is Handout 10.1. 
Homework sheets are numbered continuously with the informational/activity handouts but 
are called “Homework” rather than “Handout”; for example, the homework sheet assigned in 
Lesson 10 is Homework 10.4.

Homework sheets contain skills practice exercises and assignments and ask students to 
record the results of their practice. Students can then receive instructor and peer coaching 
for challenges they encounter in trying to implement the skills. Similar to the informational/
activity handouts, the homework sheets offer opportunities for students to practice skills and 
maintain their application beyond the semester and/or academic year. The number of home-
work sheets per lesson is limited to two, with most lessons assigning a single homework sheet.

Diary Cards

The diary card is an ongoing method for students to track their skills practice. The card is 
intended to function as a daily reminder to use skills in different environments outside the 
classroom. Students are asked to circle what skills were practiced on what day and to rate 
their skill use effectiveness for the week on a scale of 0–7. The card also provides an ongoing 
log of skill practice attempts. As the cards are completed each week, they provide a quantita-
tive method for the instructor to evaluate which skills are working well for students and which 
are not. A new diary card is distributed to each student at each lesson, and the previous one 
is collected. Each new card shows all skills taught to that point in the course, including that 
lesson’s new skill. A partial example of a filled- out diary card is shown in Figure 2.1 for a stu-
dent who has completed the DBT STEPS-A class through the Distress Tolerance module. A 
reproducible blank diary card is provided at the beginning of Part III.

TeAcher ADmInISTrATIve ISSueS

Assignments and Attendance

The rules for requiring homework and attendance should be consistent with school policy and 
with the rules for other courses taken by students. Because the DBT STEPS-A curriculum 
structure utilizes a “tell, show, do” procedure, missed classes are difficult for a student to 
make up because the student hasn’t received the “show” or demonstration part of the skills 
covered in those classes. However, students do get sick or miss class from time to time, so hav-
ing a plan in place to help students learn the missed skills and complete the missed homework 
is important. Consistent with DBT STEPS-A, students often learn best from one another, and 
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thus the teacher should assign a classmate who understands or has demonstrated the particu-
lar skills well to help the student who missed the material in class.

Grades

The grading for the DBT STEPS-A class should be consistent with the grading policies of 
the school and with those of similar classes (e.g., health). Because the DBT STEPS-A class 
focuses on skill acquisition and practice, it is recommended that the grading structure reflect 
the effort made in acquiring and practicing the skills. There are four distinct areas that lend 
themselves to grading: homework completion, scores on the tests given after each module, 
class participation, and weekly diary cards. Each of these areas is discussed next.

Homework Completion

Homework assignments primarily consist of practicing the skill (or skills) learned during class 
and recording that practice on the homework sheet (or sheets). Thus there are no right and 
wrong answers; rather, the emphasis is on trying the skills in different environments. There is 
a homework review section early in each lesson: As described earlier, the instructor asks about 
the previous lesson’s assignment, and there are dyadic or small-group discussions of the suc-
cesses and/or challenges of the homework, which are then shared with the entire class. Based 
on the regular homework review discussions and the successes or challenges each student 
reports, the instructor should be able to make a reasonable estimate of the effort each student 
has put into homework. This area of grading is relatively subjective.

Scores on the Module Tests

Tests are given at the ends of the Distress Tolerance, Emotion Regulation, and Interpersonal 
Effectiveness modules. These three tests, plus their answer keys, are provided at the end of 
Part II (following the lesson plans). Exam questions for the Mindfulness module are built 
into these three exams since mindfulness skills are taught throughout the course. These are 
knowledge- based tests, in which students are asked to describe some of the skills learned and 
the situations in which they can be used. The exams consist of questions with short answers, 
brief essays, fill-in-the-blank items, and multiple- choice items. The majority of the items have 
right and wrong answers, and guidance for what the short essays should include is provided 
in the answer keys. The tests are thus well suited for grading purposes.

Student Participation

Because DBT STEPS-A is a participatory curriculum, it is essential to get students involved 
and participating in the class exercises, homework, and small-group discussions, as well as in 
filling out their diary cards. Thus we believe that class participation should be weighted heav-
ily in the overall course grade, even though it is subjective.

There are numerous places within DBT STEPS-A where participation is structured 
and allows for evaluation. These include the mindfulness exercises that begin each class, the 
homework reviews (which, again, are often done in dyads or small groups, with outcomes pre-
sented to the class as a whole), and the teaching of the new materials. In teaching new content, 
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the instructor relies on class participation for reading handouts, conducting class exercises, 
providing personal examples, and asking clarifying questions. These different opportunities 
for student participation should give the instructor a good amount of information in this area 
for grading purposes.

Diary Cards

The diary cards are the last component in evaluating students taking the DBT STEPS-A 
class. As described above, the students use the diary cards to log their skills practice, along 
with their successes and challenges in implementing the skills, over the course of the class. 
Because diary cards are collected once a week (or twice a week if the class is taught twice per 
week), they allow the instructor to see what skills students are trying to implement and how 
successful they have been in implementing those particular skills. Continuous monitoring 
of diary cards tells the instructor how well students are developing and implementing skills 
outside the classroom.

Lack of Satisfactory Progress in DBT STEPS‑A

When a student is making unsatisfactory progress in the DBT STEPS-A class, the procedures 
used should be similar to those used in other courses. However, learning and practicing skills 
in a DBT STEPS-A class are not as dependent on sequential learning as they are in a math or 
a language class. If a student didn’t perform well in the first half of the DBT STEPS-A class, 
he or she can still become engaged and learn valuable information during the second half. 
Thus students should be encouraged to remain in the DBT STEPS-A class, with a reminder 
that it is likely to be the only class that allows them to set up their own personalized goals and 
receive course credit for practicing to make better decisions.

Credits Applied to Graduation

The DBT STEPS-A class should be viewed like other courses within the school curriculum, 
and therefore students completing this class should receive a designated course credit that is 
applied toward graduation. Schools have been recently criticized for equating education only 
with academics, as indicated by the sharply increased emphasis on high- stakes testing and 
statewide academic standards (Mazza & Hanson, 2014a). However, such a restricted defini-
tion of education ignores the relationship between academic learning and social– emotional 
well-being (CASEL, 2013; Cook et al., 2010). Thus providing credit for the DBT STEPS-A 
class helps schools broaden their impact by educating the “whole child”—that is, combining 
the teaching of academics with the development of good decision  making, emotion regula-
tion, and interpersonal skills. As discussed in Chapter 1, several states are recognizing the 
importance of SEL curricula as an integral part of education and are beginning to establish 
statewide standards in this area.

Schools have increased responsibilities to ensure the safety and well-being of their stu-
dents. With the increased focus on bullying, school shootings, and student mental health, 
providing students with skills for surviving encounters with very difficult emotional situations 
and events needs to become part of the education process and deserves credit applied toward 
graduation.
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SPecIAl ruleS for DBT STePS-A SkIllS clASSeS

Although the general classroom rules or guidelines for the DBT STEPS-A class should be 
consistent with those for other courses within the school, several rules that apply to this par-
ticular class are likely to be unique. Most of these guidelines are covered in the Orientation 
lesson (Lesson 1; see Handout 1.1), and they need to be enforced so that all students can feel 
safe and participate in the class. Some of the most important guidelines and related issues are 
discussed in detail below.

Being Nonjudgmental

An absolutely essential DBT STEPS-A guideline is this: “Be nonjudgmental: No put-downs. 
Abusive language and behavior will not be tolerated.” The reason this guideline is so impor-
tant is that one of the most challenging issues an instructor is likely to face in teaching the 
DBT STEPS-A curriculum is classroom- interfering behavior by students. Most instructors 
have experienced this before; however, the personal nature of the class and some of the likely 
disclosures make it important to stop or reduce any teasing or bullying. Students need to feel 
that the class environment is safe and nonjudgmental in order to share personal issues.

Addressing such behaviors is not as straightforward as it may appear. Because the DBT 
STEPS-A lessons are packed with content and have specified time allocations, reacting to and 
addressing every problem behavior will not be realistic or practical. In groups where DBT 
skills have been implemented, instructors report that they ignore roughly 90% of interfering 
behaviors. The other 10% are addressed by using more individualized strategies, such as a tap 
on the shoulder or a nonverbal gesture that does not draw the attention of the entire group. 
Alternatively, problem behavior can be used as an opportunity for the student to practice a 
skill— ideally, the skill being taught. This is where the experience of the instructor plays a 
major role in managing classroom- interfering behaviors. If in-class individualized strategies 
do not appear to be working, then it may be necessary to see the particular student or students 
after class.

Some student behavior may become so problematic that the skills are not getting taught 
to the other students. In such a case, the instructor needs to use his or her experience to 
determine whether the student exhibiting this behavior can remain in the class. The one 
exception may be that if the student’s interfering behavior is due to a lack of skills or emo-
tional dysregulation, then removing the student from the very class that is going to teach him 
or her the skills and allow for practice and coaching doesn’t make a lot of sense. However, 
this decision will depend on the instructor’s ability to minimize the interfering behavior until 
the student learns to use the skills. The instructor may want to consult with other instruc-
tors or administrators before making the decision to remove a student from the classroom 
because of behavioral issues.

Confidentiality

The confidentiality rule in DBT STEPS-A is as follows: “What is discussed in the class stays in 
the class. Information about other people in the class may be private and should be respected.” 
This rule is intended to discourage students from disclosing other students’ personal and pri-
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vate information to a third party. Confidentiality and respect are essential to students’ being 
willing to share personal situations in the DBT STEPS-A class where the skills can be applied. 
Students will be less likely to share an emotional struggle if they know it will be shared with 
others not in the class—or, even worse, be put on a social media website like Facebook. The 
DBT STEPS-A curriculum is designed around, and depends upon, students’ ability to rely on 
one another as supports and coaches when they are learning and applying their new skills to 
personal situations. Peer support builds trust, which facilitates a willingness to share further 
personal struggles. The more students can personalize the class, the more effective the skills 
and practice will be for them as individuals. Therefore, the belief that whatever a student 
shares in the class will be broadcast to everyone else in the school and beyond undermines a 
central foundation on which the DBT STEPS-A curriculum was developed.

However, it is important to note that confidentiality cannot be rigidly or completely 
enforced. Therefore, students are also encouraged to be mindful about what personal infor-
mation they share in the class with peers, as there are no guarantees that other students will 
keep the information private. The instructor may highlight the dialectical nature of this situ-
ation, because the instructor is also encouraged to remind the students of the importance of 
respecting one another and keeping everyone’s information private during each module. The 
instructor should emphasize that class confidentiality is a “win–win” situation for everyone in 
the class because it facilitates discussions, peer support, and peer coaching.

Use of the Term “Target Behavior”

There are three reasons for the guideline of asking students to use the term “target behavior.” 
(The full guideline is as follows: “We will identify target behaviors for each of us that you are 
willing to work on increasing or decreasing in class. We will refer to these identified behav-
iors as ‘target behaviors’ in class, rather than naming the specific behaviors themselves.”) As 
described in Lesson 1, this rule is intended to help students stay focused and pay attention. If 
one student’s target behavior is different from those of other students, the other students may 
think that the discussion is not relevant for them. Yet different problem behaviors can have the 
same purposes in helping to increase or decrease emotions.

A second reason not to identify target behaviors is to prevent discussion of risky behaviors 
(e.g., substance use, sexual behaviors, self-harm or suicidal behaviors). This may make others 
in the class anxious and emotionally vulnerable— the opposite of what the DBT STEPS-A 
class is intended to do. The rule is based on research (Gould, Greenberg, Velting, & Schaffer, 
2003; Miller, 2011) showing that adolescents appear susceptible to a contagion effect when 
they hear of peers’ risky behaviors. This rule reduces the likelihood of such contagion. If a 
student does break this rule, the instructor should remind him or her (along with the entire 
class) that the rule exists because the skills can be applied to everyone’s target behaviors, 
regardless of what these are. It is important to note that this rule only applies to class discus-
sions. Students can list their specific target behaviors on Handout 1.2 in Lesson 1 because 
the individual handouts are not shared with the class. Finally, the third reason for this rule is 
to help maintain the students’ confidentiality among peers by not having the students share 
problems that may be too personal for school. As mentioned above in the discussion of the 
confidentiality guideline, privacy cannot be guaranteed; therefore, this is another step toward 
assisting students in maintaining their own privacy.
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Special iSSueS for DBT STepS‑a inSTrucTorS

It is important that the instructor be aware not just of students’ progress, but of the possibility 
that problematic student behaviors may emerge over the course of the class. There are several 
noteworthy behaviors that the instructor should monitor, and some of them are difficult to 
determine without directly asking the students. These behaviors include but are not limited to 
drug and alcohol use, suicidal behaviors, and self- harming behaviors. Each of these behaviors 
is discussed in greater detail in the following sections. Table 2.1 shows common warning signs 
for each behavior. All three of these types of at-risk behaviors require that a student trust the 
instructor enough to disclose them. Yet disclosing drug use, for example, usually results in 
disciplinary action, which would discourage further student self- disclosures. If students are 
going to be honest with the instructor, then providing them with support and as much reas-
surance as possible is warranted.

Alcohol and Drug Use

Most general school rules state that students are not to be in school under the influence 
of alcohol or drugs. This rule deserves mentioning here because the DBT STEPS-A class 
focuses on emotional stressors within each student’s life. The personalized nature of the class 
and disclosure of difficult situations may raise a student’s level of anxiety or feelings of being 
judged, for which the student may self- medicate through drinking or getting high before 
class. If a student does come to class drunk or high, a discussion between the instructor and 
the student should take place privately. School policy may require the student to be sus-
pended or expelled; however, this type of consequence for poor decision making removes him 
or her from the one class dedicated to better decision making. One alternative to addressing a 
student’s first offense is an “in- school” suspension, with the requirement that the student must 
attend his or her DBT STEPS-A class as part of the suspension. If a second offense occurs, 
standard school discipline rules should be applied.

The issue of dealing drugs is more problematic, as the student is encouraging or promot-
ing the use of drugs by other students. This type of behavior makes it very difficult for individ-
uals who have engaged in past drug use or who have current urges to use. In addition, selling 
drugs to other students reinforces poor decision making and creates opportunities for other 
students to become emotionally dysregulated— the exact opposite of what the DBT STEPS-A 

TaBle 2.1. common Warning Signs of Suicidal Behavior, Self‑Harming Behavior, 
and alcohol or Drug use

Suicidal behavior Self-harming behavior Alcohol or drug use

1. Thoughts about suicide
2. Drug/alcohol use
3. Withdrawal
4. Sudden change in behavior
5. Dramatic drop in school 

grades
6. Anxiety
7. Sense of hopelessness
8. Feeling trapped

1. Unexplained cuts, bruises, or 
burns

2. Drug and/or alcohol use
3. Isolation from peers
4. Symptoms of depression
5. Change in eating habits
6. Low self-esteem

1. Severe mood swings
2. Extreme defiance
3. Running away
4. Engaging in self-harming 

behavior
5. Doing poorly in school
6. Sudden change in behavior 

and/or mood
7. Illegal behaviors
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curriculum is trying to teach. If a student is identified as dealing drugs, we recommend the 
removal of this student from the DBT STEPS-A class in order to foster a safe, nonjudgmental 
environment and to reduce the urges of other classmates to use drugs.

Suicidal Behaviors

Adolescent suicidal behaviors are much more prevalent than many instructors may think, and 
they may come to light over the course of a DBT STEPS-A class. Plans and strategies for how 
to handle a student’s disclosure of suicidal or other self- harming behaviors should be in place 
at the beginning of the school year.

“Suicidal behavior” is an inclusive term for a continuum of behaviors: thoughts about 
death and suicide (“suicidal ideation”), suicidal intent, suicide attempts, and death by suicide 
(Mazza & Reynolds, 2008). Adolescents will disclose this information when being asked by a 
caring, nonjudgmental adult, and thus instructors should not be afraid to ask students direct 
questions about suicidal behavior. Asking questions about suicidal behavior does not increase 
suicidal behavior, nor does it put ideas in students’ minds (Gould et al., 2005). If an adolescent 
does self- disclose recent suicidal behavior, then the next important step is to have an assess-
ment conducted by a professional trained in suicide risk assessment. Most general education 
teachers do not receive this formal training; such teachers should check to see whether the 
school psychologist, school social worker, school nurse, or school counselor has completed this 
training. Some school policies require that school officials (i.e., teachers, school psychologists, 
counselors) call the local hospital for an immediate medical evaluation, and stipulate that 
the student cannot return to school until given medical clearance. It is important to know 
the specific school and district policies with regard to these behaviors. If the risk assessment 
indicates that the student’s suicidal risk level is moderate to low, and if the student is being 
monitored by a mental health professional, then allowing him or her to participate in the class 
becomes very important. The DBT STEPS-A curriculum will teach at-risk students the skills 
and strategies to tolerate their distress and manage their emotions more effectively, which 
will probably lead to a decrease in suicidal behavior. If a student’s risk level is determined to 
be high or imminent, then following the school procedures is the necessary course of action.

Self‑Harming Behaviors

The issues with self- harming behavior are similar to those with suicidal behavior. If a teacher 
becomes aware that a student is engaging in self- harming behavior, the student should be 
referred to the school mental health professional for a suicide risk assessment and possible 
referral for mental health services. There is a strong relationship between self- harming 
behavior and suicidal behavior, and an adolescent may be engaging in both. As with suicidal 
behavior, adolescents engaged in self- harming behavior can benefit from the DBT STEPS-A 
curriculum, and should be encouraged to remain in the class and participate. Often adoles-
cents who engage in nonsuicidal self- injurious behavior are trying to escape emotional pain by 
experiencing physical pain. Self- cutting and other forms of self-harm can function as forms of 
emotion regulation. The emotion regulation skills taught in DBT STEPS-A provide healthier 
alternatives.
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The DBT STEPS-A curriculum is designed to be taught at the universal level of general 
education, meaning that its content and structure are intended for all students. However, 
we know that some students require more structure and time than can be delivered at the 
universal level. These students may be already identified by the school as struggling with 
emotional and/or behavioral problems, and may be receiving services for academic or mental 
health issues. Others may be in separate programs or classes to meet their special education 
needs, and may learn new material more slowly than their peers do. In teaching the DBT 
STEPS-A curriculum, instructors need to account for these challenges. Such students may 
need additional support and strategies to help them acquire and practice the intended skills.

The reSPonSe-To-InTervenTIon frAmework

Many schools have structured their assessment and delivery of support and services accord-
ing to a multi- tiered systems of support (MTSS) model, whether the students’ needs are aca-
demic or social– emotional (Cook et al., 2015). Response to intervention (RTI) is one such 
MTSS model that is used in educational settings to meet academic and social– emotional 
needs. Within the RTI framework, different levels of support are provided, depending on the 
severity of the academic concerns involved. For example, students who may need some added 
support in math or reading are categorized as receiving Tier 2 services. In contrast, students 
who require individualized instruction or intensive support, such as an IEP, are categorized 
as receiving Tier 3 services. Figure 3.1 illustrates a continuum of educational services within 
an RTI delivery model. It is important to note that the continuum of services does not end in 
general education after Tier 3. Rather, it continues within the classification of special educa-
tion, depending on the results of a comprehensive assessment. The first three tiers of intensi-
fied services within special education parallel the general education tiers; that is, these spe-
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cial education tiers are also numbered as Tiers 1, 2, and 3, ranked according to the intensity 
and level of support they provide.

BeyonD SPecIAl eDucATIon TIer 3

Although the system of educational support services does not end at special education Tier 3, 
most schools do not have the trained personnel and resources to provide services beyond Tier 
3 within their buildings. Placements in alternative schools (considered Tier 4) and residential 
treatment schools (Tier 5) are also on the continuum of services, with hospitalization being the 
most intensive support service at Tier 6.

The continuum of special education support services within an RTI model provides a 
framework for developing a parallel model that can be applied to mental health services for 
students. The special education continuum has primarily focused on services for students’ 
academic needs, yet recent work in the area of school- based mental health (SBMH) services 
along a similar continuum using an MTSS approach has shown great promise (Cook, 2015). 
Combining the special education tiered levels of supports that focus on academic needs with 
SBMH services addressing mental health and behavioral needs will provide a service deliv-
ery system that is balanced and serves the “whole child.” Figure 3.2 shows an MTSS model 
that accounts for academic and social– emotional needs and services from Tier 1 to Tier 6. In 
addition, Figure 3.2 accounts for the relationships between academic and social– emotional 
difficulties, in a manner consistent with the literature (Cook, 2015).

Tier 1 

Universal  
(80–85%) 

Tier 2 

Selected 

(10–15%) 

Tier 3 
Indicated 
(5–10%) 

General Education 

Special Education 

Tier 1 

Intensified 

Tier 2 

Intensified 

Tier 3 
Intensified 

Progress Monitoring 

Comprehensive Evaluation

fIGure 3.1. Continuum of educational services within an RTI delivery model. Adapted from Cook 
(personal communication, 2014). Used by permission of Clayton R. Cook.
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DBT STePS-A wIThIn An mTSS

As discussed above, DBT STEPS-A is designed for students at the Tier 1 or universal level, 
and is intended to be delivered within general education settings. Approximately 80–85% of 
students are at Tier 1, meaning that they don’t need any services other than those being pro-
vided in the general education curriculum. Students at the Tier 2 or selected level (10–15% 
of students) are those who need some additional support for their academic and/or social– 
emotional needs. Thus these students receive DBT STEPS-A in a smaller class setting, plus 
some additional services to supplement the DBT STEPS-A curriculum. Students at the Tier 
3 or indicated level (5–10% of students) need much more intensive services and supports, and 
may be placed within the special education system or may have IEPs. These students receive 
DBT STEPS-A in the smaller class setting similar to Tier 2 students, plus additional support 
and intensified services.

According to the MTSS model, 15–20% of students may need additional supports with 
their emotion management issues, problem solving, interpersonal relationships, or decision- 
making skills even after receiving DBT STEPS-A. Thus we have provided supplemental strat-
egies that can be used in conjunction with DBT STEPS-A for students who need Tier 2 or 
Tier 3 services within the general education framework. These supplemental strategies are 
discussed below.

fIGure 3.2. Overall continuum of services within an MTSS model.
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STrATeGIeS for workInG wITh STuDenTS  
AT TIerS 2 AnD 3 In GenerAl eDucATIon

Before we discuss specific strategies in working with students at Tiers 2 and 3, we empha-
size the importance of having the appropriate school personnel in place to teach the DBT 
STEPS-A curriculum at these levels, while also providing the necessary support services. 
Thus we recommend that the instructors for DBT STEPS-A classes of students at Tiers 2 and 
3 be school counselors, school psychologists, social workers, or other school personnel with 
extensive training in adolescent mental health issues. This recommendation is in contrast to 
our recommendation for teachers of students at Tier 1, which is for general education teachers 
(e.g., health teachers) who have some mental health background. Because students who need 
services at Tiers 2 and 3 are already more likely to have been identified with mental health 
concerns or to have engaged in at-risk behaviors, having school professionals who are trained 
in working with such students teach these DBT STEPS-A classes and provide the supportive 
services and strategies is strongly recommended.

Strategies for Tier 2 Students

Support strategies to bolster the strength of the DBT STEPS-A curriculum for students at 
Tier 2 include but are not limited to the following. First, the size of the class should be smaller, 
probably no more than 10–15 students. A smaller class provides students with more oppor-
tunities to practice and receive feedback on their skill practice. Because the instructor is 
monitoring fewer students during homework review, there is a greater likelihood that each 
student will receive feedback and coaching on his or her skill practice. In addition, a smaller 
class size will increase students’ participation during the teaching of the lessons and will give 
them more opportunities to ask questions.

Second, the DBT STEPS-A curriculum may need to be adjusted to fit these students’ 
needs. For example, slower learners may benefit from two cycles through the curriculum, rather 
than the one recommended for Tier 1 students. A second cycle through the curriculum gives 
students additional opportunities to learn all the skills, as well as additional practice time. The 
two-cycle strategy is sometimes used in DBT skills groups for adolescent outpatients (Rathus 
& Miller, 2015). A second alternative may be to slow down the pace of the class by splitting the 
content of one lesson over two or more class periods, depending on the students’ needs.

Finally, we recommend that the instructor offer individual coaching as needed to stu-
dents who are experiencing emotionally stressful situations. This recommendation, of course, 
is dependent on the instructor’s availability. Such coaching can provide Tier 2 students with 
assistance regarding what skills to use during an emotionally stressful event, as well as oppor-
tunities to role-play what to say or do. It is important for the instructor to inform each student 
when coaching is available during the school day and under what circumstances the student 
may ask for coaching.

Strategies for Tier 3 Students

Tier 3 students in the DBT STEPS-A curriculum need the same strategies as those described 
above for Tier 2 students: a smaller class size; an instructor with extensive training in adoles-
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cent mental health issues; a second cycle through the curriculum, or a slower pacing of les-
sons; and individual coaching. In addition, they need some further strategies that include but 
are not limited to the following.

First, unlike Tier 2 students (who receive as- needed coaching), every Tier 3 student 
should receive weekly in-school individual coaching, monitoring, and mentoring from the 
instructor. This strategy helps the instructor stay up to date on the specific issues and stressors 
each student is currently experiencing. This designated period is not for therapy, but rather 
for skill practice and individual coaching; it can range from 15 to 45 minutes, depending on 
the instructor’s availability. It is important to emphasize that this individual coaching is not 
considered to be individual psychotherapy.

The second strategy is facilitating a group consisting of parents and their Tier 3 sons and 
daughters in the DBT STEPS-A class. This group should meet once or twice a month during the 
evening. The rationale behind this strategy is threefold. First, it can help parents understand 
the skills being taught in the DBT STEPS-A curriculum and the rationales for these skills. Sec-
ond, it can teach parents how to support their children during difficult times, and can increase 
support in the home environment for both students and their parents. Finally, parents can have 
opportunities to support one another in the challenges of having children with social–emotional 
learning difficulties. Multifamily parent– child groups have been used successfully as part of 
comprehensive DBT for adolescent outpatients (Mehlum et al., 2014; Miller et al., 2007). For 
details on how to facilitate these parent groups, see Rathus and Miller (2015).

The third strategy is a DBT STEPS-A instructor/teacher consultation team, made up of 
all school personnel who are teaching and/or supporting DBT STEPS-A for students at Tier 3. 
This team should meet every 1–2 weeks to discuss students’ progress or difficulty, as well as 
the skills and strategies particular students are learning; to enable instructors working with 
challenging students to support each other; and to provide a mechanism for sharing informa-
tion about what has worked well and what has not. Team consultation is a formal component 
of comprehensive DBT and has been shown to keep treatment on track, to provide opportu-
nities for collegial supervision and support, and to reduce burnout. The team consultation 
meetings can take place before or after school, if team members’ schedules are so hectic that 
finding a suitable time during the school day is impossible. The meetings can last 45–90 min-
utes, depending on the needs of the team (Sayrs & Linehan, in press).

ServiceS within tierS 1–3 of SBMh

It is important to note that even with all the supportive DBT STEPS-A strategies we’ve 
described, there are likely to be students at Tier 3 in general education who need more inten-
sive services. Fortunately, the MTSS model provides a continuum of services that can be 
applied specifically to DBT skills training and other DBT services with this high-risk popu-
lation of students. Figure 3.3 illustrates a modified MTSS model with the different levels 
of DBT services at Tier 1–6. As mentioned earlier in this chapter and depicted in Figure 
3.3, beyond the three tiers in general education is a second set of school- based services for 
social– emotional needs under the classification of SBMH, which parallels the special educa-
tion classification on the academic side. Within the SBMH classification are intensified DBT 
services for Tiers 1–3. We recommend that instructors providing these services use Miller et 
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al.’s (2007) Dialectical Behavior Therapy with Suicidal Adolescents and Rathus and Miller’s 
(2015) DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents, rather than the DBT STEPS-A curriculum.

The rationale for using the DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents (Rathus & Miller, 2015) 
within the SBMH tiers, instead of using DBT STEPS-A, has several components. First, the 
DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents allows for weekly meetings of 90–120 minutes, versus 
the 50-minute lessons for DBT STEPS-A. Second, an instructor of a DBT skills group within 
the SBMH tiers should be someone who is DBT-trained, and thus is able to provide more in-
depth and possibly more precise strategies and support for students. Third, the diary cards in 
the DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents include the individualized target behaviors and goals, 
and thus become part of the individual DBT sessions between a mental health professional 
and a student. Finally, the DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents implements Walking the Mid-
dle Path, a fifth skills module that is also included in Dialectical Behavior Therapy with Sui-
cidal Adolescents (Miller et al., 2007). This module includes parents and focuses on teaching 
students and parents alike ways to think and act more dialectically (e.g., less black-and-white 
thinking and acting); principles of reinforcement (e.g., positive and negative reinforcement 
and the use of effective punishment) for the purpose of effectively influencing the behavior of 
others; and ways to validate others and oneself more effectively.

It is beyond the scope of the present book to provide the comprehensive details of intensi-
fied DBT support services at SBMH Tiers 1–3. However, it is important to note that several 
schools and school districts around the United States have implemented school- based individ-
ual DBT treatment sessions/coaching and DBT skills training groups (collectively referred to 

fIGure 3.3. Continuum of DBT services within an MTSS model.
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as SB-DBT) successfully, and continue to do so. These include Lincoln High School (Portland, 
Oregon), Pleasantville High School (Pleasantville, New York), the City School District of New 
Rochelle (New Rochelle, New York), and the Ardsley Union Free School District (Ardsley, 
New York), to name a few.

These schools and school districts have successfully implemented SB-DBT with sub-
groups of their high-risk students who either were on the verge of being sent out of a district 
due to increasing emotional needs, or were requiring increasing amounts of time from school 
personnel (psychologists, social workers, and administrators) due to emotional and behavioral 
difficulties that were not being adequately addressed within the current school structure. 
The staff members at these schools received formal training and ongoing consultation from 
expert DBT therapists/consultants, who covered the different components of comprehensive 
SB-DBT: (1) skills training group, (2) individual therapy/counseling, (3) in- school coaching 
as needed, (4) DBT school staff consultation team meetings, and (5) parent skills training 
and family therapy/counseling sessions as needed. Studies investigating this comprehensive 
school- based DBT model are ongoing, with pilot data showing that high-risk students in 
these schools are responding well to this model and that staff members are reporting feeling 
empowered again in working with these high-needs students (Miller et al., 2014). These out-
comes constitute a “win–win” situation for everyone.

DBT SkIllS AnD ServIceS BeyonD School SeTTInGS

It is important for school psychologists, counselors, and social workers to recognize the limita-
tions of their skills and training, especially if a student’s identified needs are beyond what the 
general educational setting can provide. For schools with high-risk students, we suggest the 
use of a team approach to identify the students who require more intensive services in dif-
ferent areas, and then to determine which placement is most appropriate for each individual. 
If a referral is made for outpatient therapy to a community mental health agency or other 
outpatient provider (Tier 4), then providing supplementary support services at the school will 
be important. If the referral is for a residential treatment center/therapeutic boarding school 
(Tier 5) or hospitalization (Tier 6), a facility that provides comprehensive DBT for high-risk 
adolescents (Miller et al., 2007) will be ideal because the student already has been exposed 
to the skills and language of DBT. Such a placement will provide continuity of care for the 
student and will build on previous learning and successes. In addition, students who receive 
comprehensive DBT in their out-of- school placement can make the transition back into a 
regular school at Tier 3, using the same language and strategies for their behavior.
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The information in Part II is provided for instructors or teachers of the DBT STEPS-A 
curriculum. Within this section are the 30 different lesson plans for the students, as 
well as the three module tests and their respective answer keys.

PArT II

iNSTRuCTOR iNFORMaTiON, 
lESSON plaNS, aND TESTS
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SummAry

The purpose of the first lesson is to have the students get to know each other and become 
oriented to the format, guidelines, and general underlying principles of the DBT STEPS-A 
class and curriculum.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 1.1. General Guidelines
•	 Handout 1.2. Goals of DBT STEPS-A
•	 Handout 1.3. Options for Solving Any Problem
•	 Handout 1.4. Class Schedule

2. Skills binder for each student and pens or pencils as needed or students to take notes.
3. Materials for the Word Scramble class cohesion- building exercise (see below): Letters on 

different colors of paper, plus the letter chart (see Figure L1.1).

PrePArATIon

1. Review student handouts for this lesson (these may be put in the students’ binders).
2. Review the class schedule on Handout 1.4, and make adjustments if necessary to meet the 

needs of your class.
3. Arrange the desks in the classroom, if possible, so that students are able to see each other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Introduction of class and DBT STEPS-A curriculum (30 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 1.1. General Guidelines (5 minutes)
�{ Nonjudgmental classroom behavior

leSSon 1

orientation
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�{ Confidentiality and respect
�{ Definition/use of the term “target behavior”

�� Review of Handout 1.2. Goals of DBT STEPS-A (10 minutes)
�{ Defining “dialectical”
�{ Difficulty managing emotions (emotion regulation skills)
�{ Confusion/distraction (mindfulness skills)
�{ Impulsiveness (distress tolerance skills)
�{ Relationship problems (interpersonal effectiveness skills)
�{ Identifying behavior goals

�� Review of Handout 1.3. Options for Solving Any Problem (5 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 1.4. Class Schedule (2 minutes)
�� Review of grading criteria (3 minutes)
�� Questions (5 minutes)

•	 Class cohesion- building exercise: Word Scramble (20 minutes)
�� Each student draws a letter from a bag or basket (refer to the class cohesion exercise 

chart, Figure L1.1).
�� Students are placed in groups based on the color of paper in which their letter is printed. 

Students in each group introduce themselves and share one thing from their most recent 
school break or holiday.
�� Students work together to unscramble their word or words.

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Introduction of Class and DBT STEPS‑A Curriculum (30 minutes)

Welcome students to the class. Put your name on the board. Have students introduce them-
selves, with each student saying his or her name, and what grade the student is in at school (if 
applicable and if he or she wishes).

Explain what the class will be about, saying something like this. (Note that here and 
throughout the Part II lesson plans, suggestions for what to say to students are given in italics.)

This class teaches practical decision‑ making and coping skills to use both inside and out‑
side the classroom. Briefly, this means we are going to learn skills that we can use in order 
to be more effective in our lives, especially when our emotions are a part of the equation. 
Can any of you think of a time or situation when you had an intense emotion and you did 
something as a result of having that emotion? For example, you were really angry at one 
of your parents for not allowing you to stay out longer at your friend’s house on a Friday, so 
in response you yelled at your parent, slammed the door, and walked out, or you hung up 
the phone on your parent. Do you think you would have responded that way if your anger 
was not so high or was in control?

Elicit other examples from students.

So these are examples of what we are going to learn in this class. We are going to learn 
how to be aware when our emotions are making our decisions. We call this “emotion 
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mind,” and we will learn a lot more about emotion mind in the next few weeks. As we go 
through the first few handouts today, I will explain in a lot more detail the topics we will 
address. This is also a class where we will expect everyone to participate a lot. This will 
include reading the handouts, doing the homework activities, and helping each other out.

Pass out the binders or sets of student handouts.

Review of Handout 1.1. General Guidelines (5 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 1.1. Explain that general school rules and guidelines apply to 
this class, just as they do to other classes. Then read through items 1 and 2.

nonjuDgMEnTAl ClASSrooM BEhAVIor

Read item 3: “Be nonjudgmental: No put-downs. Abusive language or behavior will not be 
tolerated.” Explain:

The same rules apply in this class as they do in all of your classes. However, here we are 
going to work specifically on being nonjudgmental and supportive of each other. This 
means respect for each other and no put‑downs.

ConFIDEnTIAlITy AnD rESPECT

Read item 4: “What is discussed in the class stays in the class. Information about other people 
in the class may be private and should be respected.” Explain:

I hope you will use the skills you learn here in your lives outside this classroom. Much of 
the homework is about applying skills to help you solve problems and make better deci‑
sions. So when we discuss homework in class or otherwise use examples, you may discuss 
personal issues or problems you are having. We cannot ensure respect and confidentiality 
for anyone, but we can discuss it and explain reasons we would want both of these values 
for each other in this class.

You can state:

I am going to be asking all of you to participate and to provide examples of problems you 
may be working on as teaching examples. I want everyone to feel comfortable sharing 
information, but no one will be comfortable if what they share is going to be the next big 
thing on Facebook, Twitter, or any other social media site and be all over the school (and 
the world!). We expect courtesy, respect, and trust. We want to create a safe and nonjudg‑
mental environment for being able to share personal struggles and successes, without fear 
of repercussions for sharing. Therefore, please do not talk about other students’ individual 
examples outside this class. This does not mean that you need to refrain from discussing 
the skills we are learning in here with other people. If there is something you are worried 
about sharing about yourself, then it is OK to use your best judgment not to share that infor‑
mation, and to find examples that you are comfortable with other people knowing about.
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DEFInITIon/uSE oF ThE TErM “TArgET BEhAVIor”

Read item 5: “We will identify target behaviors for each of us . . . ” You can state:

Each of you will identify “target behaviors” that you can work on increasing and decreas‑
ing throughout the course. We will use “target behavior” as a general term, rather than 
any specific behavior. Behaviors to increase can include things such as studying and going 
to school. Behaviors to decrease can include talking back to teachers or parents, fighting, 
self‑ injury, drug or alcohol use, risky sexual behaviors, or bullying behaviors.

One reason why we use this term is to help everyone stay focused and pay attention. 
Although someone else’s target behavior may be different from yours, often the behav‑
iors have the same purpose. By this, I mean that we often do these behaviors as a way 
to change how we are feeling— to either increase or decrease an emotion. For example, 
you have a huge test in science tomorrow, and you are anxious about it. Every time you 
look at your books to start studying, you become overwhelmed. Next you decide to work 
on your math homework or to watch TV for a while, and your anxiety goes down. Avoid‑
ance helps with the anxiety, but it’s not helping you prepare to pass the test. However, if 
someone else describes his or her struggle as “fighting with my parents every time I get 
angry because they won’t let me go out on the weekends,” we don’t want you to stop pay‑
ing attention in how to reduce your emotion just because someone else is talking about a 
different type of anxiety. The skills that person is using will probably be helpful to you too. 
In this class, you can learn other ways to reduce anxiety or other emotions, so it’s easier 
to increase your ability to study or tolerate your urges to not yell at your parents. We are 
going to develop your list of behaviors to change in a few minutes, so I want you to start 
thinking about it.

Review of Handout 1.2. Goals of DBT STEPS‑A (10 minutes)

DEFInIng “DIAlECTICAl”

Students should turn to Handout 1.2. Explain the full name of DBT STEPS-A: Dialecti-
cal Behavior Therapy Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents. Then 
briefly define “dialectical”:

We will delve into what “dialectical” means next week. For now, I will just say that it means 
that there are different ways of looking at any situation, and no single view holds the com‑
plete truth. Another way of saying it is that thinking dialectically gets us out of being stuck 
in extremes, like black‑or‑white thinking. Anyone here ever get stuck in black‑or‑white, or 
all‑or‑ nothing, thinking? Anybody ever tell their parents or friends that they “never listen to 
you” or “always make you do things their way”?

Ask for a show of hands.

OK, we will talk more about this in the next class. I just wanted to give you a brief introduc‑
tion, as it will help us move on to the next topic. There are four main areas where teenag‑
ers tend to have problems, and there are four sets of skills that we are going to learn to 
assist us in these areas.
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DIFFICulTy MAnAgIng EMoTIonS (EMoTIon rEgulATIon SkIllS)

You can ask:

What do you think it means to have difficulty managing emotions? Do you ever feel like 
your emotions are on a rollercoaster? Maybe you were really worried about a test, and 
then find out you got an A on it; all of a sudden you are jumping up and down with excite‑
ment. Or maybe you received an F on the test, and now you are walking out and slamming 
the classroom door. Emotions can happen so fast that you are not even sure what you feel, 
let alone able to think about them.

Difficulty managing emotions is when your emotions are up and down and you don’t 
know how to change them—to get them to decrease or increase as needed. It is also when 
your emotions are controlling your actions. On the second page of Handout 1.2, place 
an X on the continuum between the two extreme behaviors: “I am completely in control 
of my emotions and never try to push them away or change them” on the left, and “My 
emotions control everything I do and I cannot change them, or I don’t do/have emotions” 
on the right. It is OK if you think that sometimes you fall on both sides of the continuum 
and rarely in the middle. If that is true for you, you can place two X’s on the continuum to 
represent that for yourself.

In this class, we are going to learn a variety of emotion regulation skills that are going to 
teach us not only how to identify and label the different emotions we have, but also how to 
change our emotions and how to tolerate and experience emotions without acting on them.

ConFuSIon/DISTrACTIon (MInDFulnESS SkIllS)

You can ask:

What do you think it means to be confused or distracted or to be unaware or not focused?

Gather examples and write them on the board. Then say:

At some times, we all lose our focus—are not aware of what emotions we are feeling or 
why we are feeling them. Not being able to focus is the same as being distracted. We all 
also become confused about who we are and who we want to be. This is a part of growing 
up and becoming an adult. Have you ever questioned yourself as to whether or not you did 
something because you really liked it, or because someone else told you to do it, or because 
everyone else was doing it so you thought you should too? Confusion about yourself is when 
you don’t always trust yourself to decide what you should be doing, thinking, or feeling. You 
may turn to others to tell you what to feel, do, or think, or you may watch what others are 
doing and follow them. You want to fit in, but you are not completely sure if they are doing 
what you want to be doing.

Here’s another example: Maybe your parents really want you to be studious, to be 
athletic, or to dress in a certain way. And every morning when you get dressed and ready 
for school, you just don’t feel comfortable in your clothes or comfortable about the activities 
that lie ahead, but you have always listened to what your parents tell you, so you just keep 
doing it. Here’s the thing that is really important about this. This is all normal; it doesn’t 
mean something is wrong with you. You are just trying to figure out who you are. That’s 
what teenagers are supposed to do. What do you think that means?
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Elicit examples from students. Then continue:

The great thing is that we have an entire set of skills to help you become more comfortable 
listening to and finding yourself. These are called “mindfulness skills,” or sometimes “core 
mindfulness skills” because they are so important. These skills also help us to stay focused 
in the present moment and do less thinking about what will happen in the future or about 
something in the past. Also, these skills help increase our awareness of our thoughts, feel‑
ings, and urges. As the second continuum in Handout 1.2 shows, confusion or distraction 
about yourself can range from “I am always completely comfortable with and aware of 
who I am, how I think, and how I feel” on the left, to “I am not at all comfortable or aware 
of who I am, how I think, or how I feel” on the right. On this second continuum, put an X 
on the line for where you would rate yourself. You don’t have to share with the rest of the 
class where you fall on the continuum.

IMPulSIVEnESS (DISTrESS TolErAnCE SkIllS)

You can ask:

What do you think “impulsiveness” means? What are some impulsive behaviors, and what 
leads to them?

Write examples down on the board. If the class is struggling with ideas, add some (calling out 
in class, skipping class, drinking, using drugs, yelling and screaming, slamming doors, self- 
injuring, etc.). Then continue:

Sometimes we act without thinking things through, or we think we have thought them 
through, but it is really our emotions running the show and we may not be making the best 
decisions. Sometimes problems can’t be solved immediately, and we have to sit with the 
distress until we can solve the problem. On the third continuum on Handout 1.2, place an 
X where you think you may fall between the two extremes: “I am always in control of my 
behaviors; they are never impulsive or emotion‑ based” versus “My behavior is always out 
of control and impulsive or emotion‑ based.” You don’t have to share where you marked 
yourself.

We are going to learn a set of skills called “distress tolerance skills” that will help to us 
get through difficult crises without acting impulsively and making the situation worse. Dis‑
tress can feel intolerable; these skills help make distress easier to tolerate in the moment 
when the problem can’t be solved immediately, and also help us to accept things in our 
lives that we can’t change either now or in the long term. As we get to each of these mod‑
ules of skills, we will go into a lot more depth as to what all these skills are.

rElATIonShIP ProBlEMS (InTErPErSonAl EFFECTIVEnESS SkIllS)

You can ask:

What do we mean by “relationship problems”?
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Elicit examples from students. Then continue:

Sometimes it can be really difficult figuring out relationships. How do you balance how 
much you give with what you receive from a relationship? Do any of you ever feel like you 
are giving too much in a relationship and then feel bad about yourselves for it?

Elicit examples. Then go on:

Ever wonder if you have the right to ask for something or say no if someone asks you a favor? 
Maybe you’re not sure how strongly to ask someone for something. How do you know when 
to give up and accept no? Here’s the thing: All of us struggle with these issues. In this class, 
we’ll learn a set of relationship skills called “interpersonal effectiveness skills” to give us some 
guidance to help get what we want from people, to help maintain healthy relationships, and 
to keep our self‑ respect. So on the fourth continuum on Handout 1.2, put an X where you 
fall between the two extremes: “I have great relationships; I feel great about myself in all 
my relationships; and I always feel comfortable asking for things and saying no” versus “My 
relationships are all over the place; I don’t think I ever have the right to ask other people for 
things; and I always give people what they want because I am a bad person if I don’t.”

Ask whether students have any questions up to this point. Point out:

All of this will make more sense when we get into learning the actual skills.

IDEnTIFyIng BEhAVIor goAlS

Identifying behavior goals can help students recognize areas where the skills can be helpful to 
them. At the bottom of the first page of Handout 1.2, under “Goals for DBT STEPS-A: What 
are your goals?”, ask each student to write down at least one (and up to five) behaviors to work 
on increasing, and from one to five behaviors to work on decreasing. Explain that students 
do not have to change all of these behaviors tomorrow and that these are behaviors they can 
focus on over the course of the year (or semesters). They should look back on the list every so 
often to monitor their progress.

Review of Handout 1.3. Options for Solving Any Problem (5 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 1.3 in their binders. You can walk the class through the fol-
lowing example and elicit feedback.

So here is what may seem like a radical idea: When you have a problem in life, there are 
four choices or options for how to respond to any problem. Those four choices or options 
are listed at the top of Handout 1.3. Let’s walk through the four options with a couple of 
examples, and then if we have time, we can walk through these options with one of your 
examples. Here’s the first example: You are failing a class, and you are very anxious about 
it. Let’s look at the four options.

Read through the choices.
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ExAMPlE 1

The first option is that you could solve the problem. One way to do that would be to talk to 
your teacher about extra credit or about finding another way to bring your grade up. Any 
other ways you can solve this problem?

The second option is to feel better about the problem. You could tell yourself that this 
class is an elective and you didn’t need the credit for graduation, if that is the case. With 
that, you may not be so worried about failing the class.

The third option is to tolerate the problem. In this option, you are accepting and toler‑
ating that you didn’t do the work, and that failing is just the natural consequence of your 
effort. Yes, you are worried, and you decide you are going to tolerate being worried about 
how failing this class will affect you over the long term.

The fourth option is to stay miserable and possibly make the situation worse. In this 
option, you feel so awful about failing the one class that you get angry at your teacher, you 
let your other grades slip, and pretty soon you are failing the whole semester.

ExAMPlE 2

It may appear in the first example that option 1, or maybe option 2 if the course really is an 
elective, is the best way to go. But now let’s consider a different example. What if you just 
found out that one of your parents got a great job offer somewhere else and that you have 
to move to a different city and school? Let’s assume that you have already tried option 1 
and your parents have said no to all of your problem‑ solving ideas— staying with a friend 
so you can finish high school here, and so on. You could try option 2, but it’s hard to feel 
better about the fact that you will need to leave all of your friends and start over in a new 
city. This is a situation where option 3 might be your best option— to accept and tolerate 
that this is where you are right now. Option 4 would be telling yourself and anyone who 
will listen over and over again that this is unfair and should be changed. If you continue 
with option 4 in the face of no chance that your parents will change their minds, you may 
continue to suffer and feel more miserable for the rest of your life. Plus, eventually, every‑
one may stop listening to you, even when things you have to say are valid and important. 
Although option 3 doesn’t mean you won’t feel any pain, it means that your long‑term 
suffering may become less severe once you accept the situation. When we learn the skills 
about accepting reality, this is all likely to make more sense.

So this is really just a preview of what’s to come. This is how we are going to apply all 
the skills we learn to our problems. This class is all about understanding the options you 
have and deciding how best to respond by using skillful behavior when you have a prob‑
lem. Or, more specifically, this class teaches the skills you need to decide and to implement 
any of these options as listed at the bottom.

Review of Handout 1.4. Class Schedule (2 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 1.4. This is a list of what skills will be taught each week. 
Students can use this information to read ahead to next week’s material or to catch up if they 
missed a class. You can point out to the class that each of the four skills areas discussed earlier 
is listed and will be covered in a module: Mindfulness, Distress Tolerance, Emotion Regula-
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tion, and Interpersonal Effectiveness. Because mindfulness skills are the “core” skills and 
important components of each of the other skills, the Mindfulness module will be reviewed 
before each subsequent skills module is started.

Review of Grading Criteria (3 minutes)

If students are being graded or evaluated for the DBT STEPS-A class, go over the grading 
criteria at this time. Note when tests will be given, as shown on Handout 1.4.

Questions (5 minutes)

Give students an opportunity to ask questions. You can explain to the class that normally 
homework will be assigned at the end of each class, but there is none for today, other than to 
think more about the goals for decreasing and increasing behaviors and to identify a few more.

Class Cohesion‑Building Exercise: Word Scramble (20 minutes)

Identify the number of students in your class. Then find the corresponding word (or words) 
on the class cohesion exercise chart (see Figure L1.1) for the number of students in your class.

Write the letters of each word on single sheets of paper (one letter per page). For some of 
the larger classes, there is more than one word. In these cases, the letters for each word should 
be written on a different color of paper. For example, the words for the number 12 are PEER 
COACHING. The letters P-E-E-R should be on one color of paper, and the letters C-O-A-C-
H-I-N-G should be on another color of paper.

Pass out one letter to each student in the class. Once all the letters are passed out, have 
students who have the same color sheets of paper group together. Provide the following 
instructions:

This exercise is called Word Scramble. Your job is to unscramble the jumbled DBT STEPS‑A 
word [or words].

For single- word classes, say:

Before you can begin working on your word, each person is to introduce him‑ or herself 
to the group and name one thing that the person enjoyed over the summer/holidays. 
Remember that what you say needs to be within the classroom rules we discussed earlier.

For multiple- word classes, say:

Form into a small group with other members of the class who have sheets of paper in the 
same color. Before your group begins to unscramble the word, each person is to introduce 
him‑ or herself to the group and name one thing that the person enjoyed over the sum‑
mer/holidays. Remember that what you say needs to be within the classroom rules we 
discussed earlier.

If your group completes the Word Scramble, then you are to join another group. 
However, you must first introduce yourself to the group members and share with them 
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one thing you enjoyed over your most recent school vacation. You may also share with the 
group what your group’s word was, and this may help them decipher the current word.

Once all the words are solved, bring the groups back together, and have the whole class 
figure out the word order. After the students have completed this last task, congratulate them, 
and say that this course will provide many opportunities for them to get to know each other, 
to work together, and to help each other out.

Class 
Size

 5 G O A L S

 6 S K I L L S

 7 E M O T I O N

 8 D I S T R E S S

 9 T O L E R A N C E

10 D I A L E C T I C S

11 M I N D F U L N E S S

12 P E E R C O A C H I N G

13 I N T E R P E R S O N A L

14 D E C I S I O N M A K I N G

15 T A R G E T B E H A V I O R S

16 S K I L L A C Q U I S I T I O N

17 E M O T I O N R E G U L A T I O N

18 N O N J U D G M E N T A L C L A S S

19 D I A L E C T I C A L B E H A V I O R

20 M I N D F U L N E S S E X E R C I S E S

21 I N T E R P E R S O N A L P R O B L E M S

22 E M O T I O N A L D Y S R E G U L A T I O N

23 D E C I S I O N M A K I N G A B I L I T I E S

24 N O N J U D G M E N T A L E N V I R O N M E N T

25 S K I L L A C Q U I S I T I O N & P R A C T I C E

26 I N T E R P E R S O N A L E F F E C T I V E N E S S

fIGure l1.1. Class cohesion exercise chart.
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SummAry

In order to understand the DBT STEP-A skills, which have been adapted from the second 
edition of the DBT Skills Training Manual (Linehan, 2015a) and the DBT Skills Manual for 
Adolescents (Rathus and Miller, 2015), it is important for the students to have a basic under-
standing of dialectics. Understanding dialectics allows the students to realize that there is 
more than one way to see a situation.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Dialectics assumes that there is always more than one way to see a situation and that two 
things that seem opposite can both have truth in them.

2. Dialectics helps students to move away from “either– or,” “always– never,” or “black-or-
white” thinking to more balanced thinking.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 2.1. Dialectics: What Is It? What’s the Big Deal?
•	 Handout 2.2. Dialectical Thinking: “How To” Guide
•	 Homework 2.3. Practice in Thinking and Acting Dialectically

2. Extra student skills binders or handouts, with pens or pencils, for students who attend 
class without materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.

PrePArATIon

1. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, so students are able to see each other.
2. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts for this lesson.

leSSon 2

Dialectics
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leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Introduction of main ideas (7 minutes)
•	 Discussion: Dialectics (35 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 2.1. Dialectics: What Is It? What’s the Big Deal? (15 miuntes)
�{ Class exercise: Finding synthesis— The middle path (10 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 2.2. Dialectical Thinking: “How To” Guide (10 minutes)
•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)

�� Dialectics tells us there is more than one way to see a situation and helps us to get 
unstuck from black-and-white/all-or-nothing thinking.

•	 Homework assignment (5 minutes)
�� Homework 2.3. Practice in Thinking and Acting Dialectically
�{ Go through a step-by-step process of helping students figure out how to honor the 
dialectic.

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Introduction of Main Ideas (7 minutes)

Welcome the class and begin with a brief review of Lesson 1:

In the first lesson we talked about four problems teens often have and the skills we will be 
learning to help solve those problems. Who remembers what those are? You can refer to 
Handout 1.2 if you can’t remember.

If necessary, prompt the students to reply: difficulty managing emotions (emotion regulation 
skills); confusion about self or distraction (mindfulness skills); impulsiveness (distress toler-
ance skills); and relationship problems (interpersonal effectiveness skills). Then ask the stu-
dents if they have any questions about any of the material that was covered in Lesson 1.

Now write “DBT STEPS-A” and “Dialectics” on the board. Explain:

Today we are going to talk about a concept that underlies everything we are going to 
learn throughout the year: “dialectics.” As I told you in Lesson 1, the full name of DBT 
STEPS‑A is Dialectical Behavior Therapy Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for 
Adolescents. For the most part, the origins of the skills are not relevant, but having an 
understanding of the term “dialectics” and how it can affect our ways of thinking and act‑
ing is very important. So that is what we are going to focus on today.

Underline the word “Dialectics” on the board.



 Lesson 2 61

Discussion: Dialectics (35 minutes)

Review of Handout 2.1. Dialectics: What Is It? What’s the Big Deal? 
(15 minutes)

Explain:

Dialectics is a philosophy, a way of thinking, or a world view. Has anyone in the class ever 
heard of dialectics? Does anyone know what it means?

“Dialectics” is a method of examining and discussing opposing ideas in order to find 
a synthesis.” Basically, what dialectics teaches us is that no one has the absolute truth in a 
situation, so we need to allow ourselves to see truth in both sides of an argument.

So to start, we are going to discuss how this way of thinking can be a useful skill for 
us. It’s not unusual for us to get stuck in “black‑or‑white” or “all‑or‑ nothing” thinking. Or 
we may find ourselves using the words “always” or “never” when we get into a discussion 
or argument. When we do that, we wind up taking one extreme position, digging our heels 
in, on the side that we believe is completely right—and believing that other people are 
completely wrong. What usually happens then is an argument that nobody wins. Everyone 
just digs deeper into his or her position. We find we are stuck. Sound familiar to anyone? 
Dialectical thinking will show us how to get unstuck with ourselves and with others.

Read through (or ask a student to read) the first five bullet points on Handout 2.1. Elicit 
examples from the class with each point (or part of a point).

“There is always more than one way to see a situation . . . ”: It is important to look 
at a situation from multiple perspectives. This does not mean you will automatically agree 
with the other person or perspective. It simply allows you to hold two or more perspectives 
at the same time.

“ . . . and more than one way to solve a problem”: Again, if we can see a situation 
from multiple perspectives, we can begin to identify different ways to solve the problem.

“All people have unique problems and different points of view”: We are increas‑
ing our ability to understand other people’s experience in a situation, even if it is different 
from our experience. Neither we nor the other people are wrong or right; we are simply 
different.

“Change is the only constant”: Can you think of anything that remains the same in 
your life? Every day, every moment, things are changing. We are constantly learning new 
things. Our bodies are constantly changing, even if only on a molecular level. Change 
is constant. For some people, change is a really difficult thing to deal with. Dialectical 
thinking helps to remind us that nothing in life remains the same. This doesn’t mean that 
things always get worse; that would be nondialectical thinking. It means that things simply 
change, whether for the better or for the worse, and then they will change again.

“Two things that seem like (or are) opposites can both be true”: Isn’t that like your 
relationship with your parents? Some days you love them, some days you can’t stand them, 
and both are true: You can both love and hate your parents even in the same moment 
for the same situation. Similarly, you can understand someone’s perspective and disagree 
with that person at the same time. This is where the saying “We can agree to disagree” 
comes into play.
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“Trying to honor the truth on both sides of a conflict is the best approach. . . . 
Avoid seeing the world in ‘black‑or‑white,’ ‘all‑or‑ nothing’ ways. . . . ”: Thinking in the 
extremes is often what gets people stuck or rigid in situations. So how can dialectics get 
us unstuck? It’s by trying to find and honor the truth in two opposites. We call this “find‑
ing the synthesis” or “finding the middle path.” The middle path is not a compromise; a 
compromise between black and white would be gray. Instead, the middle path we are 
searching for looks like black‑and‑white polka dots or a checkerboard. Some examples are 
“I am doing the best I can, AND I need to try harder,” “You can accept yourself for who 
you are now, AND you want to change.”

ClASS ExErCISE: FInDIng SynThESIS—ThE MIDDlE PATh (10 MInuTES)

So how does getting unstuck actually work? Let’s look at an example: You want to stay out 
until midnight, and your parents want you home by 10 P.M. How do you find a synthesis?

Help guide the class discussion by first eliciting the teen’s views (write these down on one side 
of the board); then having the students generate what they think might be the parents’ per-
spective (write these down on the other side of the board); and finally having the class work 
together to find a synthesis that honors both sides of the dialectic (write this in the center). 
For example:

Teen’s view: “I want to hang out with my friends and not miss out on activities/social-
izing.”

Parents’ view: “We want you safe; we don’t know where you are, who you are with, or 
what you will be doing; we’ll stay awake worrying until you get home; and we both 
have early morning appointments.”

Possible syntheses: Teen has friends over at his or her house and everyone can stay late; 
teen carries a cell phone; teen’s parents speak to the other kids’ parents; teen comes 
home at 10 P.M., and parents validate how angry or sad teen may be and figure out 
how teen can spend time with friends another time when parents don’t have early 
morning appointments.

Explain:

The key here is that we are not just looking for ways to compromise (such as getting the 
parents to let the teen stay out until 11:00). We are trying to recognize each person’s con‑
cerns and find a solution that could meet the needs of each person. So with this example, 
if you were the teen, you could go home and work through this with your parents so you 
could both understand each other’s side. This does not automatically mean you are going 
to get to stay out later. The goal here is to see that there are multiple ways to get unstuck 
by honoring and understanding both sides.

If time allows, the class can work through an example offered by a student in the class-
room who is stuck and is having a difficult time seeing another perspective (e.g., upcoming 
family move; recent punishment or loss of privileges; disagreement with an adult or a peer 



 Lesson 2 63

who is not in the classroom; personal conflict in making a decision such as colleges, jobs, or 
after- school activities).

Read through the four bullet points at the bottom of Handout 2.1 with the students, and 
give them a moment to add their own examples of dialectics. Then ask for volunteers to share 
their examples, providing much encouragement. Other examples of dialectics include any two 
seeming opposites (e.g., shy and friendly, scared and tough, being studious and a partier, lazy 
and motivated).

Review of Handout 2.2. Dialectical Thinking: “How To” Guide (10 minutes)

Tell students:

Now we are going to go through some specific ways in which you can actively practice 
being more dialectical in your thinking. Let’s read through them one by one.

Read through each of the first seven numbered points on Handout 2.2, or ask for volun-
teers to read out loud. Highlight points as noted below. Ask for additional examples.

1. “Move to ‘both–and’ thinking and away from ‘either– or’ thinking. . . . ” The first 
step toward this goal is to become aware of extreme ways of thinking. Another helpful way 
to do this is to notice when you use the word BUT: “I appreciated your help yesterday, BUT 
what you were saying didn’t make sense to me.” What do you think the person is going to 
hear? He or she is likely only to hear, “What you were saying didn’t make sense to me.” The 
person may quickly become defensive and not register at all that you were appreciative. 
The word BUT can sometimes function as a giant eraser to anything that came before it. 
A more effective and dialectical way to communicate is by replacing the word BUT with 
the word AND: “I really appreciated your help yesterday, AND what you were saying didn’t 
make sense to me.”

Have students generate other examples of how AND can replace BUT.

2. “Practice looking at all sides of a situation and all points of view. . . . ” What 
does it mean to find a “kernel of truth,” even if it is small, on the other side of an argu-
ment? For example, your parents won’t let you get that piercing because they are afraid 
of infection. You know lots of people who have gotten piercings and they have not had an 
infection, and yet there is truth to their worry; it could happen.

3. “Remember: No one has the absolute truth. Be open to alternatives.” What 
this means is that there are always alternative ideas and thoughts. There is no one right 
way or answer. You can always ask, “What’s being left out?” or “How can I bring up the 
other side?” Acknowledging the other side does not mean that you have to agree with it. 
It allows you to look at each perspective. This is similar to finding the kernel of truth in all 
sides of the argument.

4. “Use ‘I feel . . . ‘ statements, instead of ‘You are . . . ,’ ‘You should . . . ,’ or 
‘That’s just the way it is’ statements.” It is important to practice using nonblaming lan-
guage. This will decrease the other person’s level of defensiveness and make him or her 
more able to hear what you are saying. There’s a difference between saying, “You always 
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ignore me and are rude and make me feel like crap,” and saying, “I feel like I am not 
listened to, and I feel ignored and hurt.” See whether you can recognize the difference in 
how these statements affect the other person.

If time permits, conduct the following exercise: Have each student quickly identify a 
partner to work with. Instruct students to say something to their partners similar to the exam-
ple just used (e.g., “You never listen to me, and I can’t stand it!”), and then have them say the 
same thing again using ‘I feel . . . ” statements (e.g., “I feel frustrated when I try to talk to you 
and it seems as if you are not paying attention to me because you are looking at your phone”). 
Elicit feedback from the students regarding whether they noticed any difference in their own 
reactions to the two statements. If there is still time, have students switch roles and repeat.

5. “Accept that different opinions can be valid, even if you do not agree with 
them. . . . ” This is another example of replacing the word BUT with AND. Notice the 
importance of leaving out the word BUT in these types of statements: “I can see your point 
of view, BUT I do not agree with it” versus “I can see your point of view, AND it is OK that 
I do not agree with it.”

6. “Check your assumptions. Do not assume that you know what others are think‑
ing. . . . ” One of the biggest mistakes people make is that we assume we know exactly 
what someone else was thinking or intended, despite what they may have said or done. 
It is important to check the facts with other people, rather than make assumptions about 
meaning or intent.

7. “Do not expect others to know what you are thinking. . . . ” We should com‑
municate our own thoughts and intentions when we think these may be misunderstood.

Have students complete the practice exercise at the bottom of Handout 2.2, and then ask 
for volunteers to share their answers.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Praise the class: Tell the students how proud you are of them for coming up with such great 
examples and working hard to learn new concepts. Then review the main points of dialectics:

There is more than one way to see a situation or solve a problem, and accepting different 
opinions can be legitimate, even if you don’t agree with them. Dialectics helps us to get 
unstuck from black‑or‑white/all‑or‑ nothing thinking.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 2.3. Practice in Thinking and Acting Dialectically

Homework 2.3 asks students to identify two situations in which they did not think or act 
dialectically. Students are then to answer the corresponding questions about each situation. 
Read through the sheet with the students, asking whether it makes sense to them and whether 
there are any questions. Then say:
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It is important that you complete the homework and arrive to class with your information 
written down. You will be expected to share what you did with the class. In general, you 
can practice your homework on as many different things as you like, but you must do at 
least one that you are willing to share with the class.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Mindfulness skills are essential to the DBT STEPS-A curriculum and support all other skills 
taught. The core ideas are to bring awareness to our everyday living, and learn to be in con-
trol of our minds instead of letting our minds be in control of us—to live our lives mindfully 
rather than mindlessly. There are three states of mind: reasonable mind, emotion mind, and 
wise mind. Wise mind is the synthesis of emotion and reasonable mind. Everyone has inner 
wisdom.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Learning to live just this one moment is freedom from the past and the future.
2. There are three states of mind: reasonable mind, emotion mind, and wise mind.
3. All people have a well of wisdom within them.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 3.1. Mindfulness: Taking Hold of Your Mind
•	 Handout 3.2. Mindfulness: Why Bother?
•	 Handout 3.3. Mindfulness: Three States of Mind
•	 Handout 3.4. Practicing Wise Mind
•	 Homework 3.5. Practice Observing Yourself in the Three States of Mind

2. Extra student skills binders or handouts, with pens or pencils, for students who attend 
class without materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. DBT STEPS-A diary cards.

leSSon 3

Mindfulness
Wise Mind
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PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, so that students are able to see each other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 2.3. Thinking and Acting Dialectically?
�{ Sharing with partners
�{ Sharing with class

•	 Introduction of main ideas: What is mindfulness, and why bother? (9 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 3.1. Mindfulness: Taking Hold of Your Mind (4 minutes)
�{ Mindlessness
�{ Mindfulness takes practice
�{ Mindfulness is how we access Wise Mind

�� Review of Handout 3.2. Mindfulness: Why Bother? (5 minutes)
�{ Benefits of being mindful
�� Increase control and choices
�� Reduce suffering
�� Increase focus
�� Increase compassion
�� Improve health

•	 Discussion: States of mind (26 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 3.3. Mindfulness: Three States of Mind (18 minutes)
�{ Emotion mind
�{ Reasonable mind
�{ Wise mind

�� Class exercise with Handout 3.4. Practicing Wise Mind (8 minutes)
•	 Lesson summary (1 minute)

�� Mindfulness is being aware of the present moment and putting your mind where you 
want it.
�� Briefly review the three states of mind.

•	 Homework assignment (4 minutes)
�� Homework 3.5. Practice Observing Yourself in the Three States of Mind
�{ Identify times this week when you are in emotion mind, reasonable mind, and wise 
mind.

�� Handout 3.4. Mindfulness: Practicing Wise Mind
�{ Choose two wise mind practices from Handout 3.4 to do between now and the next 
class.

�� DBT STEPS-A diary card
�{ Introduce students to the diary card and explain how to complete it during the week.
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 2.3. Thinking and Acting Dialectically?

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS (5 MInuTES)

Divide the students into pairs for homework review. Orient students:

You will be doing a lot of group and partner work throughout the year, and at one point or 
another, you will all get a chance to work with everybody in the class.

Briefly review dialectics and dialectical thinking. Ask students:

Who can share what we learned last week about dialectics and thinking dialectically?

Provide feedback and correct answers as needed. Now instruct pairs of students to share with 
each other what they did for their homework assignment, thinking and acting dialectically. 
After 4 minutes, instruct each dyad to pick one example from one partner’s homework that 
they would like to share with the class.

ShArIng WITh ClASS (5 MInuTES)

Have the students come back together as a whole class, and go around asking students to share 
examples of the situations they experienced in which they had to practice being dialectical 
in their thinking. Ask specifically what steps were used, troubleshoot, and correct as needed. 
Reinforce any student who shares by saying that he or she really tried hard or by simply saying 
thank you. If appropriate, ask students for things that they might do differently if they were 
to try this activity again. Depending on the class size, you may not be able to elicit examples 
from each group. Collect homework sheets from students to review, and provide further feed-
back if needed.

Introduction of Main Ideas: What Is Mindfulness, and Why Bother? 
(9 minutes)

Review of Handout 3.1. Mindfulness: Taking Hold of Your Mind (4 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 3.1. Explain:

Mindfulness has two elements to it, and we will briefly go through each.

Write the following points on the board:

1. Opened mind: Being present and participating fully in the moment (being “in the 
zone”).

2. Focused mind: Intentionally focusing your attention on one thing in the moment.
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Continue:

Overall, “mindfulness” is focusing the mind in the present moment, without judgment and 
without trying to change it. Being mindful is being alert and aware to what is happening 
inside you and around you. It is experiencing reality as it really is. Most important, mind‑
fulness practice is the continual task of bringing the mind back to the present moment 
without judging it.

•	 It is about learning to be in control of your own thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, 
instead of them being in control of you.

•	 It is about putting your mind where you want it to be. Doing this can lead to free‑
dom from worries about the future or regrets about the past, such as worrying all 
day every day for weeks about a big test coming up, or feeling sad all of the time 
about a friendship that ended 3 months ago.

Ask:

If you can’t focus on the present, why could that become a problem?

Discuss responses. Then ask:

Can anyone describe a time when you realized that you were making decisions or doing 
things without fully thinking about them? Maybe it seemed like your emotions were mak‑
ing all the decisions?

Allow students to provide one or two examples. Emphasize:

Mindfulness will help us to be aware of when things like that are happening. When you are 
fully aware of the present moment, you are aware both internally (that is, of your physical 
sensations, thoughts, feelings, and urges) and externally (of what is going on around you). 
You are able to put your mind, your attention, where you want it.

Review of Handout 3.2. Mindfulness: Why Bother? (5 minutes)

BEnEFITS oF BEIng MInDFul

Ask students to turn to Handout 3.2. Then ask:

Does anyone remember a time when you were unable to control your attention and this 
caused problems? For example, having to take a test after breaking up with a boyfriend 
or a girlfriend?

Refer students to the points listed on Handout 3.2. Ask a student to read through each point, 
and discuss. You can say:
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What points 1 and 4 tell us is that being mindful can help us to be in control of our minds, 
rather than our emotions’ being in control, or our being so unaware that we don’t even 
realize what we are doing or where we are. The more in control we are, the more choices 
we have.

What point 2 tells us is that by being more mindful, we can decrease how much time 
we spend with our emotions in control, and can therefore decrease our emotional suffer‑
ing.

What point 3 tells us is that as we learn the mindfulness skills, we will learn how to 
make decisions mindfully.

What point 5 tells us is that the more mindful we are, the less judgmental we will be. 
This can help us to be more compassionate rather than judgmental of ourselves and oth‑
ers.

What point 6 tells us is that being mindful also means focusing on the present and not 
the past or the future. This in itself can help to decrease stress, and less stress can lead to 
better overall health.

MInDlESSnESS

Ask:

Have you ever noticed times when you arrive at your next class or arrive home from school, 
and you do not remember how you got there? You don’t remember turning down the hall‑
way or crossing the street? These are examples of “mindlessness”—of not being aware of 
the present moment, of doing things on automatic pilot. This is the opposite of our goal 
in mindfulness. Can anyone provide examples of when or how this might be problematic?

Ask students for examples, or use the following:

1. You are 3 days late on an assignment, and you have been avoiding your teacher so you 
don’t have to discuss it with him. If you are mindlessly walking around and not paying 
attention to him, you might walk right into him in the halls or walk past his office. Or it 
could be an ex‑ boyfriend or ex‑ girlfriend you are trying to avoid.

2. You just learned that you have to eat gluten‑ free food, and while you are at the store 
grabbing a snack with your friends, you mindlessly grab your usual snack or eat your 
friends’ snack, and before you know it you are sick to your stomach.

ThE IMPorTAnCE oF MInDFulnESS PrACTICE

Emphasize:

The skills of mindfulness take practice. Because this is such an important set of core skills, 
and it is needed for all of the other skills, we will return to it several times over the course 
of the class. Plus, like any skills, the more you practice mindfulness the better you get at it!
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Discussion: States of Mind (26 minutes)

Review of Handout 3.3. Mindfulness: Three States of Mind (18 minutes)

State:

A goal of mindfulness is to learn how to access and use our “wise mind.” Wise mind is the 
inherent wisdom that is within all of us. All people have wisdom inside them, but for some, 
finding that wisdom can be very difficult.

Draw two overlapping circles on the board, resembling the circles in Handout 3.3. Continue:

There are three states of mind. “Wise mind” is a synthesis or balance between “reason‑
able mind” and “emotion mind.” The goal is not to get rid of reason or emotions; the goal 
is to hold or visualize the two simultaneously and respond to both sides.

Label and fill in each area as you describe it below.

EMoTIon MInD

Emotion mind is your state of mind when your emotions are in control; they influence and 
control your thinking, behavior, and urges to act or say things. Facts, logic, and reason are 
not important. They are dismissed.

As an exercise, have students generate a list of emotions. Ask the students to get into 
pairs. Instruct each pair to generate a list of emotions—all kinds of emotions (e.g., happy, joy-
ful, loving, contented, excited, surprised, proud, sad, angry, jealous, envious, scared, anxious, 
ashamed, guilty). When students are done, instruct them to count the number of positive or 
neutral emotions and then the number of negative or painful emotions they generated. Then 
have them count up the total number of emotions and write two fractions (e.g., 7/15 positive, 
8/15 negative).

Discuss:

What did you notice about your emotion lists?

Have students provide feedback. Then say something like this:

Often when people are asked to generate a list of emotions, it is common that they list 
many more negative or painful emotions than they do joyful or positive emotions. People 
also often pay more attention to painful emotions in themselves and in others. If we want 
to see more positive emotions in ourselves and in the people around us, we want to be sure 
we are noticing and commenting on them. Being mindful of all our emotions is helpful in 
doing so.

Ask students to share their emotion lists and generate a list on the board next to the “emotion 
mind” circle. Then continue:
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Emotions can be beneficial. Without emotions, we would not have great art, poems, love 
stories, and movies that we all enjoy. If a woman on her wedding day is highly emotional, 
that’s acceptable and expected. Being emotional is not what we mean by emotion mind. 
Emotion mind is what happens when all reason vanishes and the emotions are in total 
control. That’s when you see “Bridezilla.” Another example may be after your team lost 
the big soccer game at regionals, and everyone’s emotions are high. The players are angry 
and sad. After the game, your mom or dad comes up to you and says, “Good game. If you 
could have just blocked a few more of those passes, we would have had a chance.” This 
makes you feel even angrier, and you start yelling at your mom or dad right in the middle of 
the parking lot and throw your water bottle at the car. Your emotions are running the show.

Elicit other examples of when it would not be good to be in emotion mind. Or use the exam-
ples of a pilot flying a plane or a student taking a math test. Go on:

Emotion mind is problematic when the emotions take control of us and we start acting on 
the urges that go along with the emotions. Every emotion has an “action urge” that goes 
along with each. We will spend a lot of time learning about this when we start the Emo-
tion Regulation module. Briefly, let’s just talk about what action urges go with some of our 
emotions. When you are angry, what do you have the urge to do?

Elicit: Attack, yell, scream . . .

When you are sad, what do you have the urge to do?

Elicit: Sleep, withdraw, hide . . .

When you are anxious, what do you have the urge to do?

Elicit: Avoid, distract . . .

When these emotions occur, do you always act on them? Sometimes you may and some-
times you may not. When you do, it is possible that you are in emotion mind and not even 
aware that your emotions are connected to and guiding your behavior.

An example of negative emotions’ taking control may be getting very angry at your 
parents and throwing something across the room or walking out of the room and slam-
ming the door. You are not thinking; you are just acting on your anger. Positive or joyful 
emotions can also become problems if they take control. For example, you are at a party 
and having such a great time, you may decide to start [drinking, using drugs, smoking 
cigarettes, dancing on furniture, posting inappropriate pictures on social media, playing 
extremely loud music, running away] without thinking about the consequences.

Under what situations do you think you may be more susceptible to getting into emo-
tion mind?

Ask for examples. Answers may include being sick, tired, high, drunk, hungry, stressed; binge-
ing; or winning a big game/match.
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Instruct students to write down on Handout 3.3 their own definitions of emotion mind 
and to describe how they behave or think when they are in emotion mind.

rEASonABlE MInD

Explain:

On the other side of the dialectic is “reasonable mind.” Reasonable mind is cool, rational, 
logical, calculated, and task‑ focused.

Write these words on the board next to the “reasonable mind” circle.

When you are in reasonable mind, feelings, desires, and needs are not important.

Now ask:

Why is reasonable mind important?

Gather examples from students (e.g., without reason, people would not be able to solve logical 
problems, do science, build homes).

What professions do you think would require someone to be in reasonable mind?

Discuss professions that rely on reason (e.g., airplane pilot, engineer, and air traffic controller). 
Gather examples from students about other roles and situations in which it may be important 
to be in reasonable mind.

Is there anything wrong with being in reasonable mind all the time? Are there times when 
it’s not good to be in reasonable mind? Remember, when you are in reasonable mind, you 
do not take your emotions into account at all.

Again, ask for examples from students (e.g., making decisions such as where to go to college, 
whom to marry).

Instruct students to write down on Handout 3.3 their own definitions of reasonable mind 
and to describe how they behave or think when they are in reasonable mind.

WISE MInD

Continue:

Ultimately, the goal is to find “wise mind,” where there is a balance between your emotions 
and your reason. Wise mind is discovering within you the natural, intuitive wisdom that is 
a part of every person. Wise mind is the part of each person that knows and experiences 
truth. It is almost always quiet and peaceful.
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Put these words next to the “wise mind” area in the overlap between the “reasonable mind” 
and “emotion mind” circles.

It is where a person knows something in a centered way. When in wise mind, you experi‑
ence reality as it is in the here and now.

Ask for examples of wise mind decisions. These examples can be big decisions, such as 
where to go to college, whether to try out for the football team or soccer team, whether to 
marry someone when the time comes, or whether to stay in a current relationship or end 
it. Wise mind decisions can also be smaller decisions about day-to-day activities, such as 
whether to go to a house party, whether to sneak out in the middle of the night, whether to 
stay up late chatting online, or whether to study for a test now or later.

Every person has a wise mind within, although no one is in wise mind all the time. Other 
ways to think of wise mind include what you know as your “heart of hearts” or your “true 
self.” It is the part of you that knows what is true. Wise mind practice is finding and listen‑
ing to our inner wisdom. For some of us, it is a gut feeling; others feel it in their chests; still 
others feel it as the part of themselves that is in tune with faith or God. Where do you feel 
wise mind?

Have students define wise mind for themselves and describe how they may know when 
they are in wise mind on Handout 3.3. Have students share examples of times when they 
think they may have been in wise mind.

Now put it all together with an example:

It is the homecoming football game, and the whole school is excited for a big win. The 
players on the field are all very excited and motivated to win the game. And the team is 
down by 10 points. The quarterback has been sacked four times already and has one 
interception. What happens to the quarterback if he is only in emotion mind?

Allow students to make suggestions. Or say:

He may become frustrated and worried about being sacked again, so he throws the ball 
again just to get rid of it, which may produce another interception.

Then ask:

What happens if the quarterback is only in reasonable mind?

Again, allow students to make suggestions. Or say:

He focuses only on the logic of the play and where the ball is supposed to go, without 
thinking about the defenders. This can also lead to a sack because he has no fear in him 
to get away from the defenders, and he may also not have as much motivation to win the 
game.
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Now go on:

So what do we want from our quarterback in this big game? We want him in wise mind. 
In wise mind, he can find a balance between his emotions and his logic, so that he can 
be most effective on the field. What do you think the quarterback would do if he was in 
wise mind?

Once more, allow students to make suggestions. Or say:

He knows the play and reads the defenders so he doesn’t get sacked, and he doesn’t let 
his fear take over so he just throws away the ball or runs backward for a loss of yards. He 
quickly decides to follow the planned play or to make a change based on the defenders’ 
coverage. He probably doesn’t get sacked or throw an interception.

Class ExErCisE with handout 3.4. PraCtiCing wisE Mind (8 MinutEs)

Remind students that getting into wise mind is a skill, and that, like any skill, it takes practice. 
Tell the students:

So the next question is this: How do we get into wise mind? The answer is with practice. 
So we are going to review a variety of different mindfulness practices we can do to help us 
get into wise mind. Turn to Handout 3.4. We are going to practice together as a class the 
exercise numbered 3 on Handout 3.4: breathing “Wise” in, “Mind” out.

Direct the students to think of a decision that they have coming up in their lives. It could 
range from high school or college choices, to what to do this weekend, to which friends to 
eat lunch with this afternoon. Remind them that accessing their wise mind will help them 
to make an effective decision. Ask students to clear their desks of their binders or turn them 
over, if they think that the binders will be a distraction. Tell students:

I am about to give you all a set of directions for our mindfulness exercise. These are 
instructions we will use each time we do a mindfulness practice. We are going to start off 
by getting into a “mindful” position; this means that you are sitting in your chair with both 
feet on the ground and your hands on your lap. Keep your eyes open with a soft gaze; this 
means looking down but not focusing on any one thing in particular.

You should be sitting in a chair as well, modeling this position to the students. Go on:

Pay attention to your breath as you are breathing in and breathing out. Breathe naturally, 
not either deeply or in shallow, rapid breaths. As you practice, your breath will find its 
own rhythm. As you breathe, let your attention settle to your center. If you get distracted 
during the exercise, just bring yourself back to what you were doing. Notice any thoughts 
and judgments that come up, let them go, and bring your attention back to your breath. 
Noticing that you are distracted and bringing yourself back to the practice is the practice. 
Let’s begin now.
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In a soft, slow, steady voice, read the instructions for the mindfulness exercise.

As you breathe in, say to yourself, “Wise.” As you breathe out, say to yourself, “Mind.” 
After a while, see if you can sense yourself settling into wise mind.

After another minute or two, say:

You can now bring yourself back to the room.

Go around the room and ask students to share one comment on the experience. Remind 
them that the exercise is not for the purpose of calming them down or making them feel bet-
ter. If time permits, ask students to pick a second exercise from Handout 3.4 to practice. Fol-
low the same instructions as before.

End this exercise with a discussion of how to know the difference between wise mind 
and emotion mind. Explain:

It can be difficult to know the difference right away. But if you give it time, letting the deci‑
sion sit for a while, like a day or two, and you still feel certain, calm, and secure that it is a 
wise mind decision, then it probably is. If your decision has changed with time, it was likely 
an emotion‑ minded decision.

Lesson Summary (1 minute)

Begin summarizing Lesson 3 by saying:

Mindfulness may seem abstract at first and hard to grasp, but don’t worry, because it will 
be reviewed several times before the course is over. Furthermore, over the next two lessons 
we will focus on what we need to do and how to practice being mindful.

Repeat:

Mindfulness is being aware of the present moment and putting your mind where you want 
it.

Briefly review the three states of mind. Remind students:

Everyone has a wise mind and inner wisdom. It just takes practice to be able to find it.

Homework Assignment (4 minutes)

Note: There are a total of three assignments for this week’s homework.
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Homework 3.5. Practice Observing Yourself in the Three States of Mind

Tell students:

Identify times this week when you are in emotion mind, reasonable mind, and wise mind, 
and then fill out Homework 3.5.

Handout 3.4. Practicing Wise Mind

Tell students:

Choose two wise mind practices from Handout 3.4 to do between now and the next class, 
and put a check on Handout 3.4 by the ones you practiced.

DBT STEPS‑A Diary Cards

Hand out diary cards. Explain:

This is what we call a “diary card.” It is a way for you to keep track of all the skills that you 
are going to learn and practice during this course. It also provides you with a summary of 
the skills you have learned in this class, as well as a way to monitor what skills you are using 
on a weekly basis and their effectiveness. In addition, the diary cards will show me how 
often you are using the skills and which ones, plus how you perceive their effectiveness.

First, fill out your name and today’s date at the top. Next, let’s look at the list under 
the heading “DBT STEPS‑A Skills.” The skills in this list are all of the skills we are going to 
learn during this class. As you learn a new skill (or skills) in each lesson, you will be able to 
circle the skills you used and rate the usefulness of these skills.

There is a column at the far right of the diary card headed “Weekly Skills Use.” You 
will use this column to rate your “average” use of each skill during the week, plus how 
helpful you thought it was. The 0–7 scale listed at the top of the card is the scale you will 
use to make these ratings.

Read through the scale with the students. Then continue:

The diary card will allow us to track how often you are using skills, whether they are helpful 
to you, and whether you have to think about them before using them or they come auto‑
matically. The expectation is that at the beginning they will be more difficult to use, so at 
first you may find yourself ranking skill use for the week at a 0 (you didn’t think about them 
or use them). Your short‑term goal may be to get to a 5 (you thought about using skills and 
they helped), and your long‑term goal may be to reach a 7, where using the skills is more 
automatic (you didn’t have to think about using skills, you did use skills, and they helped).

For example, as of today you know the skill of wise mind. So this week you should 
circle each day in which you used wise mind, and then for the week you should rate your 
overall skill use on the 0–7 scale at the top of the card. Next week, and each week after 
that, I will collect these cards from you, so be sure to fill them out daily. There should be 
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a number by each skill that you have learned in the far right-hand column. As you learn 
more skills, you will be rating the different skills you know. Our goal is to have you practice 
the skills daily until they become automatic in your life.

Elicit questions from the class about the diary card.

Ask students if they have any questions about any of the homework or any obstacles to 
completing it. If so, address the obstacles. Ask for a verbal commitment from students to com-
plete both the mindfulness homework and the diary card this week. It is often helpful to ask 
students where they plan to keep the diary card, so that they can remember to fill it out each 
day. It is more difficult and takes more time to fill it out once a week or every few days; the 
goal is to complete it daily. Problem- solve with students as needed in regard to completing 
both the mindfulness homework and the diary card.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

This lesson begins with a mindfulness exercise, as will all subsequent lessons. Briefly review 
the definitions of “mindfulness” and “wise mind” from Lesson 3, and link these to this lesson 
on the three mindfulness “what” skills: observing, describing, and participating. These skills 
are what to do when practicing mindfulness. The lesson includes practice exercises with the 
class on how to observe and describe mindfully.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Mindfulness skills are divided into the “what” and “how” skills.
2. The “what” skills are observing, describing, and participating.
3. Only one “what” skill is done at a time.
4. The “how” skills will be covered in Lesson 5.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What” Skills
•	 Handout 4.2. Mindfulness: Observing Practice
•	 Homework 4.3. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” Skills

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the three “what” skills on them.

leSSon 4

Mindfulness
“What” Skills
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PreParation

1. Think of personal examples of “what” skills that you can use or examples that may have occurred 
at your school, to help make the “what” skills understandable to your students.

2. Write the three different “what” skills on the board, leaving room to add words that 
describe them as part of the lesson

3. Review the lesson plan, as well as handouts in student skills binders.
4. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

Lesson overview and timeLine

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing the breath (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Handout 3.4. Mindfulness: Practicing Wise Mind
�� Homework 3.5. Practice Observing Yourself in the Three States of Mind
�{ Sharing with partners

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (2 minutes)

�� Mindfulness is awareness in the present moment without judgment.
�� The “What” skills are used to achieve wise mind: Observe, Describe, and Participate.

•	 Discussion: Observe (8 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What” Skills (first part)
�{ Observing outside
�{ Observing inside
�{ Thoughts: Only thoughts, not facts
�{ Observing: Noticing present reality
�{ Class exercise with Handout 4.2. Mindfulness: Observing Practice
�{ Observing without describing

•	 Discussion: Describe (10 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What” Skills (second part)
�{ Class exercise: Observing versus describing hands on desk
�{ Describing only what has been observed
�{ Class exercise: Describing an “angry” face
�{ Describing thoughts as thoughts
�{ Class exercise: Observing and boxing thoughts on a conveyor belt

•	 Discussion: Participate (9 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What” Skills (third part)
�{ Class exercise: Examples of participating

•	 Doing only one “What” skill at a time (1 minute)
•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)

�� Define mindfulness
�� Review the three “What” skills

•	 Homework assignment (3 minutes)
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�� Handout 4.3. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” Skills
�� Diary cards

detaiLed Lesson PLan

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing the Breath (3 minutes)

Introduce the exercise as follows:

We are continuing with mindfulness skills this week, and, we will start every class from now 
on with a mindfulness exercise. Today we are going to observe our breath. Focusing on our 
bodily sensations helps anchor us in the present moment. Since we always have our breath 
with us, it is something we can always use as a focusing point. So today we are going to 
practice focusing all of our attention on only our breath.

Begin by sitting in a mindful position. This means that we have our feet flat on the 
floor; we are sitting up straight, as if a string was pulling us from the top of the head; and 
our hands are in our laps. For this exercise, our eyes are open with a soft gaze, which 
means looking forward and down, but focusing on nothing in particular. If you notice that 
your mind is drifting away from your breathing, gently bring it back. If you find yourself 
having judgmental thoughts, notice them and then let them go.

I will start the practice by counting to 3. When I say 1, this is the signal to get yourself 
into the mindful/wide-awake position. When I say 2, this is the signal to take a deep breath. 
And 3 is the signal to begin the practice.

When I say 3, start the practice by simply watching your breath. Feel the air in your 
nose, feel your lungs expand, feel the change in your diaphragm. Then breathe out, notic-
ing the experience of breathing out. Continue until I say, “Stop.”

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide-awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Do the exercise for 2 minutes and then say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Ask several students to share one observation of their experience of the exercise. (Depend-
ing on the number of students in the class, you may not be able to call on each student every 
time.) Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists 
of something a student can observe and has described nonjudgmentally.

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Handout 3.4. Practicing Wise Mind
Homework 3.5. Practice Observing Yourself in the Three States of Mind

Ask students to take out their completed copies of Handout 3.4 (with two wise mind practices 
checked off) and of Homework 3.5. Ask which students have completed their homework. 
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Reinforce these students by having them each share an example of their wise mind practice 
and their descriptions of the different states of mind from the week. You may review several 
students’ homework at once by asking whether any other students did the same practice as 
the first student you call on. Ask for similarities or differences in experiences. Ask who did a 
different wise mind practice. Continue in a similar fashion with as many students as possible.

Next, ask who didn’t complete the homework. Briefly ask these students what got in the 
way of their doing the homework and how they will get it done next time.

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS

Have each student turn to the student sitting next to him or her and share what the student 
thinks wise mind is and where he or she feels it. Walk around listening to students’ responses 
and interjecting when necessary.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets in to be reviewed by you. 
If you are not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to 
each student over the course of several lessons.

Introduction of Main Ideas (2 minutes)

Tell the students:

In Lesson 3, we learned about wise mind. Today we are learning some of the skills for bal‑
ancing emotion mind and reasonable mind in order to achieve wise mind. There are three 
mindfulness “what” skills, which are what we do, and three mindfulness “how” skills, which 
are how to do them. Today we are learning the “what” skills.

Remind students that mindfulness is awareness of the present moment without judg-
ment; it is being in control of our own minds, instead of our emotions and thoughts being in 
control of us; and it is about putting our minds where we want them to be.

Now continue:

There are three “what” skills: observe, describe, and participate. You can only do one of 
these at a time. These are what we do in order to reach wise mind and be mindful.

Write these three skills on the board.

Discussion: Observe (8 minutes)

Review of Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What” Skills (First Part)

Have students turn to Handout 4.1. Go around the class and have students read aloud each 
bullet point in the first section of the handout (“Observe ”). Explain:
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Observing is paying attention on purpose, without reacting. It is the process of focusing 
the mind on one thing—what you sense or experience. You are just noticing the experi‑
ence; it’s wordless watching.

Write “wordless watching” and “just noticing” next to “observe” on the board. Then go on:

Being able to control your attention means that you can control your mind. Most impor‑
tant, it is about observing what reality is, not what we think about reality.

oBSErVIng ouTSIDE

Explain:

We can only observe the outside world through our five senses: seeing, hearing, smelling, 
tasting, and touching.

oBSErVIng InSIDE

Explain:

We observe our inside worlds through sensing our thoughts, emotions, and internal bodily 
sensations. We can just watch our thoughts go by as if they are individual cars of a train 
or items on a conveyor belt. We can just notice and watch them pass, even when they are 
painful. We don’t want to avoid or suppress the thoughts and emotions we are observing. 
Trying to block a thought or emotion is a sure way to keep having it. The more you try to 
block thoughts, the more they will keep coming back. The best way to get rid of a thought 
is just to observe it. It will go away on its own.

ThoughTS: only ThoughTS, noT FACTS

Continue:

The experience of a thought is an experience of a mental event. In this way, all thoughts 
are the same. A thought about sitting in an easy chair is not the experience of sitting in 
an easy chair. We could think right now about being on a beach on a tropical island or 
fighting in a battle somewhere around the world. The experience of these thoughts is not 
the same as experiencing the reality of a beach or a battle. We are still sitting here in our 
classroom. We could all try imagining that our chairs are plush recliners, but that won’t 
make it so.

oBSErVIng: noTICIng PrESEnT rEAlITy

Go on:

Observing is about just noticing what is going on around us in this moment, without put‑
ting labels on it or trying to change it. Just as you wouldn’t try to cross a busy street with 
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your eyes closed, you do not want to go through life not seeing reality as it is. Believing that 
if we don’t look at the cars they won’t hit us will not make it true. We need to be observ‑
ing and paying attention. And part of that is paying attention to the real world around us.

ClASS ExErCISE WITh hAnDouT 4.2. MInDFulnESS: oBSErVIng PrACTICE

Tell the students:

It’s good to practice observing, because it’s very easy not to see things that are there. It’s 
also easy to see things that are not there.

To make this point, have students turn to Handout 4.2. Ask:

What shapes do you see?

Discuss participants’ experiences. Have students share what they observed. Explain:

It’s clear that there are three black circles and that each has a notch, like a missing pie 
piece. In addition, many people see a triangle when they look at the shapes in this hand‑
out. But there is no triangle in the box. The notches in the three circles happen to line up 
with each other. If there were lines that connected the notches, then there would be a 
triangle. But there are no lines connecting the notches, and so there is no triangle shape. 
Our minds, however, can provide these “missing” lines so that we “see” a triangle even 
though it isn’t really there. The mind has the ability to fill in blanks so that we “see” some‑
thing we expect, even when it’s missing. When the mind is not fully paying attention, it can 
also erase something unexpected even though it’s there. In fact, most people stop paying 
attention when they think they know what something is. This can be useful and save us a 
lot of time. But it can cause lots of problems when what we think we see doesn’t line up 
with what’s really out there.

oBSErVIng WIThouT DESCrIBIng

Say:

It can be hard to observe without describing. From when we were babies, people named 
everything we saw, heard, touched, and tasted. Soon everything had a label, and now it 
can be nearly impossible for us to hear a “meow” and not think “cat.” But in reality, that 
“meow” could be a child playing. You cannot observe and describe at the same time.

Discussion: Describe (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What” Skills (Second Part)

Have different students read each of the bullet points in the second section of Handout 4.1 
(“Describe”). Explain:
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Describing is putting what you have observed into words. Describing is labeling what is 
observed; it is wordful watching.

Write “wordful watching” next to “describe” on the board.

ClASS ExErCISE: oBSErVIng VErSuS DESCrIBIng hAnDS on DESkS

Have the students place their hands on their desks. Say:

Experience the sensation of your skin on the desk surface. Just observe and notice it, with‑
out putting any words or labels on the experience.

Wait a few seconds to allow students to register the experience.

Now put words to the experience. Label the sensations.

Again, give students a few seconds before going on.

When we were first just noticing our hands on our desks, that is observing. We were paying 
attention to the sensory experience. When we put words to the experience, that is the skill 
of describing. We were identifying what is—what we directly observed.

Ask students to describe the sensations of their hands on the desk (e.g., cool, smooth, flat, 
hard). Then ask:

Did any of you notice an immediate urge to describe what the desk felt like as soon as you 
put your hands on it?

Elicit reactions. Then say:

Mindfulness is about slowing down and doing just one thing at a time. We can’t observe 
and describe at the same time.

DESCrIBIng only WhAT hAS BEEn oBSErVED

Continue:

Describing is labeling what we have observed, as if explaining it to a blind person or to an 
artist who is going to draw on the basis of our description. We can only describe something 
if we observed it. We cannot observe the thoughts, feelings, or intentions that are inside 
other people. This is a key point that we often forget.

ClASS ExErCISE: oBSErVIng An “Angry” FACE

Tell the students that you want them to observe and then describe your face. Then make a 
very angry face. Most will describe it as “angry.” Point out to the students that they did not 
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observe an emotion; what they observed was your eyebrows furrowed, your mouth frowning, 
your teeth gritting, and so on.

DESCrIBIng ThoughTS AS ThoughTS

Explain:

Our brains are constantly sending us thoughts, but these are just thoughts, not facts. Just 
because you think, “Everyone hates me,” or “I’m stupid,” this doesn’t mean it’s true. If I 
were to hand out a pop quiz right now, you might observe your stomach tightening and 
your heart racing, and you might have the thought, “I’m going to fail.” But that is just a 
thought, and all thoughts are mental events, not facts in the world. The trick is to be able 
to observe a thought as just a thought and label it as such.

Give an appropriate personal example of having misinterpreted thoughts as facts, such 
as the following:

When I walked into school today, I saw Principal [last name here]. I smiled at him, and he 
turned the other way without smiling back. I had the thought, “Uh‑oh, he must be angry 
with me because I left the faculty meeting 5 minutes early yesterday, and now I am going 
to get in trouble and have to do detention duty for 2 weeks.” I decided to apologize to him 
when I saw him in the main office later that morning, and he said that he was in such a 
rush this morning he didn’t even see me come in, and that he hadn’t even noticed that I 
left the meeting early.

Ask students for examples of when they have misinterpreted thoughts:

When have you incorrectly “described” the emotions or intentions of a friend, parent, or 
teacher?

ClASS ExErCISE: oBSErVIng AnD BoxIng ThoughTS on A ConVEyor BElT

Tell the students:

I want you all to close your eyes and imagine that your mind is a conveyer belt, and that 
thoughts are coming down the belt. Put each thought in a box near the belt. You could 
have one box for thoughts of things that happened in the past, one box for thoughts about 
sensations in your body, one box for urges to do something. Noticing the thoughts is using 
the skill of observing; putting them into the labeled box is the skill of describing. Notice if 
you get distracted, and gently bring your mind back to the task.

Practice with the class for 1 minute. Then say:

The take‑home point is this: If you didn’t observe it, you cannot describe it. We cannot 
observe someone else’s thoughts, emotions, or intentions. For example, “My brother is try‑
ing to push my buttons and get me mad” is impossible to observe.
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Discussion: Participate (9 minutes)

Review of Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What” Skills (Third Part)

Go back to Handout 4.1 and have a student read each of the bullet points in the third section 
(“Participate”). Explain:

Participating is entering wholly into an activity— spontaneously becoming one with the 
activity. It is throwing yourself into something.

Write “throwing self completely into present experience” on the board. Continue:

Participating wisely in the present moment without judgment is the goal of mindfulness. 
We will learn more about being nonjudgmental in the next lesson, with the “how” skills.

Participating is being fully present to our own lives, without self‑ consciousness, effort‑
lessly in flow— forgetting ourselves and becoming what we are doing. Watch young chil‑
dren play. Whether they are running through a park, splashing in puddles, or dancing to 
music, children are great examples of participating.

Participating is not thinking about yesterday or tomorrow. It is not worrying about 
what other people are thinking or feeling about us right now. It is about jumping into the 
current activity 100%.

ClASS ExErCISE: ExAMPlES oF PArTICIPATIng

Have students break into pairs. Ask students to share examples of when they think they may 
have been fully participating in an activity. Examples may include playing a sport, dancing 
and singing with friends, or taking an algebra exam where a student had studied really hard 
and knew how to do all the problems.

Ask students how they knew they were participating. Were they thinking about their 
emotions, or what other people were thinking about them, or about how they acted in the 
past? If so, they may not have been fully participating.

If some students don’t think they were fully participating, ask them what would have 
needed to be different in order for them to be fully participating 100%.

After the dyads have completed the activity, have them share their examples with the 
entire class.

Doing Only One “What” Skill at a Time (1 minute)

Say to students:

The “what” skills can only be done one at a time. For example, if you are learning an 
instrument, you might first observe the sounds or how another person plays it. Then you 
would put words on the experience (describing and labeling where you put your fingers, 
and so on). When you put words on the experience, you are then describing. Eventually, 
you may reach a point where you can play without having to describe the individual steps. 
You may experience completely forgetting yourself as you play the music. That is partici‑
pating.
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Explain that the next lesson will include a practice of participating after the “how” skills are 
introduced. The “how” skills are the ways in which we observe, describe, or participate.

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Congratulate students for learning the “what” skills and for giving personal examples in class. 
Remind them:

We will come back to mindfulness and learn about the “how” skills in the next class. We 
will begin every class with a mindfulness exercise, so you will have more time to learn and 
practice these core skills.

Repeat, or ask students to define, what mindfulness is:

Mindfulness is being aware of the present moment and putting our minds where we want 
them.

Add:

It is a skill that you will get better at over time. Right now your mind may feel like it is 
jumping all over the place, but with practice you will begin to notice when your attention 
wanders and bring it back to the present.

Review the three “what” skills.

Homework Assignment (3 minutes)

Homework 4.3. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” Skills

Explain:

Using the “what” skills takes practice. The more we practice them, the easier it will become 
over time to be mindful and access our wise mind.

Students will practice at least one “what” skill over the next week and briefly describe their 
experience. Students may practice all three of the skills if they choose. Students who do not 
complete the practice will explain what interfered with the practice at the bottom of the 
page.

Diary Cards

Pass out the new diary cards. The students have now learned how to observe, describe, and 
participate. They should practice these skills for homework, as well as wise mind, and rate 
their use of these skills on the diary card.
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Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

This lesson covers the mindfulness “how” skills— that is, how to observe, describe, and par-
ticipate. The “how” skills are taking a nonjudgmental stance, focusing on one thing in the 
moment, and being effective (which is doing what works). Doing things nonjudgmentally is 
taught by distinguishing two types of judgment: “evaluation” (to be avoided) and “discrimina-
tion” (to be kept). Additionally, judgments can act as “fuel” for our emotions. Doing things 
one- mindfully means no multitasking. Doing what works means choosing to act in ways that 
further long-term goals. The lesson ends with a class exercise in participating.

There is a lot of information in this lesson about the three “how” skills. It is important 
to note that you will be reviewing these skills two more times in the curriculum. You will be 
able to refer back to this lesson to cover any areas where you think the students may need 
more time. We believe it is very important to give the students the opportunity to practice the 
participation exercise at the end of this lesson.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Build on the mindfulness “what” skills by doing them with the “how” skills.
2. The “how” skills are nonjudgmentally, one- mindfully, and effectively.
3. Unlike the “what” skills, the “how” skills can be used together simultaneously.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: “How” Skills
•	 Homework 5.2. Mindfulness: Practicing “How” Skills

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

leSSon 5

Mindfulness
“How” Skills
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3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the three “how” skills on them.

PrePArATIon

1. Think of personal examples you can use to help make the “how” skills understandable to 
the students.

2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 
other.

3. In advance, write on the board a list of the three different “what” skills, adding the three 
“how” skills under each one. This will emphasize that although a student can do only one 
“what” skill at a time, that “what” skill can be done by using the three “how” skills simul-
taneously. The following is an example of such a list.

  Observe
   Nonjudgmentally
   One- mindfully
   Effectively
  Describe
   Nonjudgmentally
   One- mindfully
   Effectively
  Participate
   Nonjudgmentally
   One- mindfully
   Effectively
4. In advance, on a different part of the board, draw a two- column table with the column 

headings “Judgments That Discriminate” and “Judgments That Evaluate.” This will be 
used for the class exercise on distinguishing discrimination (and description) from evalua-
tion and can save time in teaching the lesson.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Counting the breath (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the experience (2 minutes)
�{ The importance of catching distraction

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Handout 4.3. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” Skills
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (2 minutes)

�� Mindfulness is awareness of the present moment, without judgment and being in control 
of your own mind, instead of it being in control of you.
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�� Introduce the three “How” skills
•	 Discussion: Nonjudgmentally (10 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: “How” Skills (first part)
�{ Two types of judging
�{ Example: Calling a person “a “jerk”
�{ The problem with evaluative judgments
�{ Class exercise: Distinguishing discrimination (and description) from evaluation
�{ Being nonjudgmental, step by step

•	 Discussion: One- mindfully (5 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: “How” Skills (second part)
�{ Examples: How not being one- mindful can be harmful
�{ Sets of behaviors
�{ Multitasking: Not as effective as people think

•	 Discussion: Effectively (10 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: “How” Skills (third part)
�{ Doing what works
�{ Knowing our long-term goals
�{ Class exercise: Long-term goals and “playing by the rules”
�{ Obstacles to effectiveness
�{ Participating effectively

•	 Participating exercise: Throwing sounds (5 minutes)
•	 Lesson summary (1 minute)

�� Review the ”How” skills
•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)

�� Homework 5.2. Mindfulness: Practicing “How” Skills
�{ Choose three “How” skills to practice

�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observe: Counting the Breath (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and say:

We are going to start with a mindfulness exercise, as we will do every week. Each mind‑
fulness practice will focus on at least one of the seven mindfulness skills. So far we have 
learned four of the mindfulness skills. What four mindfulness skills have we learned so 
far?

Elicit: Wise mind, observe, describe, and participate. Continue:

Today we are going to do an observing and describing practice called “counting the 
breath.” Last time we did “observing the breath”; this time we will “count our breath.”
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Introduce the exercise as follows:

As I said last time, focusing on our bodily sensations helps anchor us in the present 
moment. Since we always have our breath with us, it is something we can always use as 
a focusing point.

For this practice, we are going to count 1 on the in‑ breath, then 2 on the out‑ breath, 
3 on the in‑ breath, and 4 on the out‑ breath, all the way up to 10. When you get to 10, stop 
and begin counting at 1 again. If you lose count, just notice it and begin back at 1. If you 
notice that all of a sudden you are at 11, 17, or 38, just notice it, let it go, and begin back 
at 1 again. If you notice that your mind is drifting away from your breathing, notice it, and 
gently bring your attention back to your breath and counting. If you find yourself having 
judgmental thoughts, notice them, let them go, and return to your breath. If you notice 
any urges to move, other than blinking or swallowing, notice each urge without acting on 
it, and return your focus to your breath.

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in a mindful position, also called a wide‑awake 
position. We did this for our exercise last time. This means that we have our feet flat on 
the floor; we are sitting up straight, as if a string was pulling us from the top of the head; 
and our hands are in our laps. For this exercise, again, our eyes are open, but with a soft 
gaze, which means looking forward and down, but at nothing in particular. We don’t want 
to practice mindfulness all the time with our eyes closed, because we don’t live our lives 
with our eyes closed. When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, 
that’s the signal to begin the practice. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the practice.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Do the exercise for 2 minutes and then say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Ask students to describe and share one observation of their experience of the exercise. 
(Depending on the number of students in the class, you may not be able to call on each stu-
dent every time.) Ask whether any students lost track of their counting, and if so, how often.

ThE IMPorTAnCE oF CATChIng DISTrACTIon

End the exercise by saying to students:

It is just as important to notice when we are distracted as it is to stay focused on count‑
ing the breath. By noticing when we are distracted and bringing our attention back to our 
breath, we are strengthening our “observing muscles.” This is important, because when 
we are in emotion mind, we need to notice this in order to get back to wise mind. When 
we are daydreaming in class and not paying attention to the lecture, we want to observe 
that we are daydreaming, so we can bring our attention back to the present moment. Over 
time and with a lot of practice, these skills will get stronger.
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Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 4.3. Practicing “What” Skills

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Ask students to take out their completed copies of Homework 4.3. Ask which students have 
completed their homework. Reinforce these students by having them each share an example 
of their use of the “what” skills. You may review several students’ homework at once by ask-
ing whether any other students did the same practice as the first student you call on. Ask for 
similarities or differences in experiences. Ask who did a different “what” skill. Continue in a 
similar fashion with as many students as possible.

Next, ask who didn’t complete the homework. Briefly ask these students what got in the 
way of their doing the homework and how they will get it done next time.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets in to be reviewed by you. 
If you are not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to 
each student over the course of several lessons.

Introduction of Main Ideas (2 minutes)

Tell the students:

In Lessons 3 and 4, we have learned wise mind and the mindfulness “what” skills of 
observing, describing, and participating. Remember that mindfulness is awareness of the 
present moment and being in control of your own mind, instead of it being in control of 
you. It is about putting your mind where you want it to be. This week we are going to learn 
the “how” skills for balancing emotion mind and reasonable mind to achieve wise mind. 
Just as there are three “what” skills, there are also three “how” skills: nonjudgmentally, 
one‑ mindfully, and effectively. Unlike the “what” skills, which can only be done one at a 
time, the “how” skills can all be done at the same time.

Refer to the lists of skills you have written on the board.

Discussion: Nonjudgmentally (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: “How” Skills (First Part)

Have students turn to Handout 5.1. Go around the class and have students read aloud each 
bullet point in the first section of the handout (“Nonjudgmentally”). Explain:

The way to observe, describe, or participate mindfully is to take a nonjudgmental stance. 
In other words, do not judge anything as good or bad, as valuable or not valuable, as 
worthwhile or worthless, as how things should or should not be.
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Two Types of Judging

There are two types of judgments: judgments that “discriminate” and judgments that 
“evaluate.”

Discriminating/Differentiating Judgments

A judgment that discriminates determines whether or not two or more things are the same 
or different, or whether or not something meets a predetermined set of standards. The word 
“differentiate” can be used instead and works equally well. For example, a judge discrimi-
nates by stating whether something was within the boundaries of the law or outside the law. 
A teacher discriminates (differentiates) or judges whether an answer on a test is correct or 
incorrect. This is not a judgment of “good or bad”; it is a statement about whether or not 
something fits within certain predetermined parameters. Discrimination is based on facts 
and is essential to life. We do not want to get rid of discriminating judgments. However, 
this type of discriminating judgment does not refer to discriminating between people as if 
one person or type of person is better than another. Discriminating judgments that lead us 
into good versus bad are the type of judgments we are working to decrease. If discriminate 
seems too loaded for you, it may help to use the word “differentiate” instead, which has the 
same meaning and often without the good versus bad judgment.

Ask students to generate other types of judgments that are used to discriminate (e.g., fish is 
fresh and safe to eat, or rotten and unhealthy to eat; milk is spoiled, or safe to drink; clothes 
fit, or are too small/too big . . . ).

Evaluating Judgments

Judgments that evaluate are based on opinions, ideas, and values, and are not based 
on facts or reality. These judgments often categorize things as “good or bad,” “valuable 
or not valuable,” “right or wrong.” These thoughts are based on our perceptions rather 
than based in reality. Therefore, one person’s perception may be different from another 
person’s.

Some evaluative judgments can be considered a shorthand way of describing some-
thing. For example, we might describe a piece of fruit as “bad” instead of explaining that 
it is rotten, brown, and full of bugs. We might also describe a piece of fruit as “good” 
when we mean that we like the way the fruit tastes. A different person may think that your 
“good” fruit is not ripe enough.

example: Calling a person a “Jerk”

Ask students to explain what they mean when they say a person is a “jerk.” Elicit multiple non-
judgmental descriptions. Highlight that calling someone a jerk doesn’t really tell another per-
son what the jerk did. Discuss the consequences of labeling a person as a jerk, versus giving 
a nonjudgmental description of what the person’s behavior is or how the behavior is affecting 
others. Point out that there are many opinions about what makes someone a jerk (e.g., ignoring 
people, slamming doors in people’s faces, calling people names, bullying someone, smiling in 
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a certain way). In order to communicate what the person actually did, we need to be more 
specific, rather than using “jerk” as a form of shorthand.

ThE ProBlEM WITh EVAluATIVE juDgMEnTS

Say to students:

One main problem of evaluative judgments is that over time, people forget they are short‑
hand descriptions or based on opinion, and begin to take them as statements of fact. 
Over time, these judgments begin to affect our emotions. Judgments can be “fuel” for 
our emotions. The more judgmental we are, the more intense our emotions can become, 
and we can end up in emotion mind. By being nonjudgmental, we can practice staying in 
wise mind.

ClASS ExErCISE: DISTInguIShIng DISCrIMInATIon (AnD DESCrIPTIon) 
FroM EVAluATIon

If you haven’t prepared in advance a two- column table like that in Table L5.1, write such a 
table on the board now. Label one column “Judgments that discriminate.” Label the second 
column “Judgments that evaluate.” Go through several examples with the class, such as those 
in Table L5.1, and have them determine which column each example belongs in and what the 
corresponding statement for the other column may look like.

Emphasize to the students:

Being nonjudgmental does not mean giving approval. It also does not mean denying con‑
sequences. Actions have consequences, regardless of how we think things “should” be.

Instruct students to fill in the appropriate blanks on Handout 5.1 with their own definitions of 
discriminating and evaluating judgments.

TABle l5.1. Discriminating Judgments versus evaluating Judgments: examples

Judgments that discriminate Judgments that evaluate

“I am overweight according to the body mass 
index.”

“I am fat and ugly, and I look disgusting.”

“I failed the science test because I studied the 
wrong chapter.”

“I failed the science test because I am an idiot and 
studied the wrong chapter.”

“I am angry at myself because I studied the wrong 
chapter.”

“I feel like such a jerk and so stupid because I 
studied the wrong chapter.”

“My mother repeatedly came into my room this 
morning to wake me up, and when I wouldn’t get 
out of bed, she poured cold water on me. It made 
me really angry.”

“My mother was being such a jerk this morning. I 
hate her and don’t want to ever be around her.”
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BEIng nonjuDgMEnTAl, STEP By STEP

Say to students:

Being judgmental is a natural thing that many people do. However, we are now learning that 
it can also cause pain and difficulty for us. So we are going to start practicing being nonjudg‑
mental in our descriptions of things. There are three steps to becoming more nonjudgmental.

Notice Your Judgments

The first step is to notice your judgments. Begin just by noticing when you have a judg‑
ment. Just notice it and let it go. Don’t judge yourself for judging; this is a natural thing, 
and you are now learning how to change it.

Count Your Judgments

The second step is to count your judgments. You may want to start counting your judg‑
ments on a daily basis. One way to do this is to get a counter that you can keep in your 
pocket (like one that is used in golf or that an umpire uses to count pitches in baseball), 
and click it each time you notice a judgment. Another option is to track judgments on your 
phone or to keep a piece of paper with you and make a tally mark each time you notice a 
judgment. If you think you are someone who is judgmental all the time, then maybe just 
choose an hour a day to start counting your judgments.

Restate Your Judgments in a Factual Way

The third step is to restate your judgments by describing facts. Let go of evaluating people, 
emotions, or things as good or bad. Recognize your preferences without judging. Describe 
what you observe without placing opinions or emotions on the observations. The goal is to 
be nonjudgmental; therefore, we don’t want to switch from judging something bad to judg‑
ing it good. If we allow judging something as good or valuable, it can also be judged as bad 
or worthless. Our goal is to get rid of “good” and “bad,” and replace them with the facts.

Discussion: One‑Mindfully (5 minutes)

Review of Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: “How” Skills (Second Part)

Have students turn back to Handout 5.1. Go around the class and have students read aloud 
each bullet point in the second section of the handout (“One- Mindfully”). Explain:

One‑ mindfully means doing only one thing at a time, in the moment, with awareness and 
alertness. It is about the quality of awareness. Focusing attention on only one thing helps 
bring the whole person to the activity without expectations. It means focusing on what is 
immediately present, and not the past or the future. The past is over, and the future is not 
here yet. Remember the examples we talked about in Lesson 3: not worrying for weeks 
about a test that is a month away or continually being sad about a friendship that ended 
3 months ago.
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Continue:

When we practice our mindfulness exercises, we practice doing one thing in the 
moment. However, sitting in this class while thinking about what to do after class, or 
thinking about the fight you had with your mother this morning, is not doing one thing 
in the moment. To be one‑ mindful, you need to think entirely about other things, or be 
entirely in class.

ExAMPlES: hoW noT BEIng onE‑MInDFul CAn BE hArMFul

Determine which of the following sets of examples to use, based on age- appropriateness.
For classes with mostly students below the driving age, say to the students:

Doing more than one thing at a time can get you in trouble or hurt you. How do you think 
this can happen?

Elicit examples, or use this one:

You are walking down the street while you are looking at your phone or reading a book. 
You don’t see a car coming around the corner, and you get hit by the car or force the car 
to swerve out of the way and crash.

For classes with mostly students of driving age, say to the students:

Doing more than one thing at a time can ruin your life. It can even lead to manslaughter 
charges and going to jail. How can this happen?

Elicit an answer like this:

Texting while driving is not driving one‑ mindfully. It is doing more than one thing at a time. 
It can cause fatal accidents.

Add:

Think about this—and the possible consequences— the next time you “observe” the urge 
to text, eat, or do something else while you are driving.

SETS oF BEhAVIorS

Clarify the difference between doing one thing at a time in the moment and doing a set of 
behaviors that function together:

One‑ mindfully does not mean that you don’t take notes while you are in class because 
you are only listening to the teacher. Or that you don’t talk to friends in the hall between 
classes because you are walking to class. Some behaviors can function together as a set. 
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Taking notes and listening to the teacher is “classroom behavior”; talking to friends and 
walking to class is “between‑ class hallway behavior.”

MulTITASkIng: noT AS EFFECTIVE AS PEoPlE ThInk

Tell students what research on multitasking (Rubinstein et al., 2001) has shown:

Experiments have been completed where people were given a list of tasks to complete as 
quickly as possible. The results showed that people who completed the tasks one at a time, 
as opposed to multitasking, had greater levels of accuracy and completed the tasks faster.

Emphasize this point by asking:

How many of you try to study or do your homework at night while you are watching TV? 
Does your homework or studying take longer when you do it that way? How well do you 
complete your homework while watching TV?

Discussion: Effectively (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: “How” Skills (Third Part)

Have students turn back to Handout 5.1. Go around the class and have students read aloud 
each bullet point in the third section of the handout (“Effectively”).

DoIng WhAT WorkS

Say to students:

Doing something effectively means going along and playing the game. It is being skillful, 
not just “giving in.” It means not getting caught up in what is right versus wrong, fair versus 
unfair. For example, it means being respectful and polite to your teacher even when you 
think that the teacher gave you an unfair response. The teacher still controls your grades 
to some extent in the class.

knoWIng our long‑TErM goAlS

Continue:

To be effective is to do what works to reach our goals. Once we can identify our objectives, 
then we can begin to determine the most effective route to obtaining them.

Provide your own example of a long-term objective, or use the following. Tell the students 
that you want to go on a family vacation over winter break in order to have some quality family 
time and relax. You want to go somewhere sunny and warm with a beach, but the rest of your 
family wants to go skiing in the mountains. Ask the students what they think your objective 
is: to take a sunny vacation, or to have some quality family time?
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ClASS ExErCISE: long‑TErM goAlS AnD “PlAyIng By ThE rulES”

Group the students into pairs, and ask the students to take a few moments to identify some 
of their long-term goals (e.g., graduating from school, extending curfew at home, going on a 
spring break vacation with friends, making the football team, running for class president, get-
ting a job, helping family more at home). Write some of the goals on the board.

1. Have the students in each pair discuss things that they might do that could get in the 
way of their obtaining their goals.

2. Explain that “playing by the rules” is another example of being effective. Ask the pairs 
of students to generate examples of how they may have to “play by the rules” in order 
to reach their goals.

3. Have pairs share with the larger class.

oBSTAClES To EFFECTIVEnESS

Being Right versus Being Effective

There are two major sets of obstacles to being effective. The first is needing to be “right” 
rather than effective. Effectiveness is about letting go of doing something to prove a point, 
and instead doing what will move us toward our goals.

Elicit examples from students of times when they have focused on being right rather than 
effective. Then continue:

Emotions versus Being Effective

The second set of obstacles to being effective consists of emotions and “shoulds.” Our 
emotions can get in the way of accomplishing our goals. For instance, we can mistake the 
fear of going toward a goal for not really wanting that goal. Sometimes other negative 
feelings, such as anger or vengeance, can get in the way of reaching our goals. Or we 
may think others “should” act differently or that we have to act in a certain way based on 
principle even though it may take us away from our goals.

Give examples of being ineffective because of “shoulds” and ask students to generate addi-
tional examples:

Some people might start a fight with a person who accidentally bumps them in the hall 
between classes, because they want to show that they can’t be pushed around and the 
other person “should” be more respectful. This can be a big problem if you have already 
been in two fights this year and a third will get you suspended. Another example is tailgat‑
ing a slow car in the left lane because that person “should” be going faster, instead of just 
passing on the right or slowing down.
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PArTICIPATIng EFFECTIVEly

As a transition to the exercise in participating that comes next, say to students:

When you throw yourself 100% into an activity, you need to do it effectively— which means 
knowing your goals, objectives, and the actual situation. A person could be fully partici‑
pating but not be doing it effectively. For example, you are playing in the homecoming 
football game, and the other team keeps making rude comments about your school and 
your team. Do you go after the other players, pushing them around after the play or pil‑
ing on a tackle that has been already made, and thus causing a penalty? Or do you get 
your team to focus on being in wise mind and mindful of the objective to win the game? 
Ask yourself, “Is getting into a fight to prove they need to respect our team in line with my 
long‑term goal of winning the game and being able to continue playing?” If it is not in line 
with your long‑term goal, it is not effective.

Participating Exercise: Throwing Sounds (5 minutes)

Explain:

This exercise involves playing “catch” with sounds. One person “throws” a sound as if 
it were a ball, using voice and body to throw the sound to another person. That person 
catches the sound by repeating it and the body movement. The person who caught the 
sound now throws a new sound and movement to another person, and the exercise con‑
tinues.

This is an exercise in participating effectively, where you will practice throwing yourself 
completely into the activity. We will also practice being nonjudgmental of ourselves and 
others; this includes both positive and negative judgments. If you notice a judgment, let 
it go, and come back to the exercise. In addition, we will focus on one‑ mindfully being in 
just this moment, not thinking about what sound will be thrown next or the sound that we 
just heard.

After 2 minutes or so, have all students stop and stay where they are. Ask:

Think about how you participated in the exercise. On a scale from 1 to 10, with 1 being 
“not at all” and 10 being “totally,” rate how much you participated in this exercise. How 
many of you were at 1, 2, 3 . . . 8, 9, 10? OK, if you weren’t at a 10, I want you to close 
your eyes and imagine what would be different if you were at a 10. What would you be 
doing differently, and what would that look like? Can you all see yourselves participating 
at a 10? OK, now we are going to do the exercise again with all of you participating at a 
10, just like you imagined.

Repeat the exercise for another 2 minutes or so. Notice whether there is a change in 
volume and energy in the practice. As the teacher, it is very important that you are at a 10 for 
participation during these exercises, so you can model what this is like for the students. Prac-
ticing at home or with colleagues is a great way to increase your participation.
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Lesson Summary (1 minute)

Congratulate students for completing the “how” skills. Remind students:

We will come back to mindfulness skills at the start of each new module of skills because 
these are “core” skills— foundational to all the other skills. We want to make sure you really 
understand them and are practicing them. As we did today, we will begin every class with 
a mindfulness exercise, so you will have more time to learn and practice these core skills.

Repeat:

Mindfulness is being aware of the present moment and putting your mind where you want 
it. It is a skill that you will get better at over time. Right now your mind probably jumps all 
over the place, or you have a hard time getting yourself to focus your attention when you 
need to, but with practice you will begin to notice when you are distracted and bring your 
attention back.

Review the “how” skills.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 5.2. Mindfulness: Practicing “How” Skills

Explain:

This homework focuses on the “how” skills. Choose any of the three “how” skills to prac‑
tice at least one time over the next week. You may practice all three. Then answer the 
questions on the homework sheet to describe your experience of using each skill.

Diary Cards

Pass out new diary cards, and collect the previous week’s cards if you have not yet done so. 
Note that the students have now learned observing, describing, participating, nonjudgmen-
tally, one- mindfully, and effectively. When the students practice these skills for homework, 
or practice wise mind, they should rate whether they used the skill each day and provide an 
overall weekly skill use rating on the diary card.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

This is the first of six lessons covering the distress tolerance skills, which emphasize learning 
to bear pain skillfully. This lesson briefly introduces the Distress Tolerance module, as well as 
the two types of distress tolerance skills: crisis survival and reality acceptance. It then focuses 
on the first set of crisis survival skills: Distracting with Wise Mind ACCEPTS.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Distress tolerance skills teach how to tolerate the urge to act from emotion mind when 
experiencing intense emotions.

2. Crisis survival strategies are used to get through a bad situation without making it worse.
3. When there is no immediate solution to a highly stressful situation, reality acceptance 

skills are used.
4. The first set of crisis survival skills is to distract oneself by using Activities, Contributing, 

Comparisons, Emotions, Pushing away, Thoughts, and/or Sensations (ACCEPTS).

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 6.1. Distress Tolerance: Why Bother Coping with Painful Feelings and Urges?
•	 Handout 6.2. Distress Tolerance: When to Use Crisis Survival Skills
•	 Handout 6.3. Distress Tolerance: Crisis Survival Skills
•	 Handout 6.4. Distress Tolerance: Distract with Wise Mind ACCEPTS
•	 Homework 6.5. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Wise Mind ACCEPTS

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.

leSSon 6

Distress Tolerance
Introduction to Crisis Survival Skills,  

and ACCEPTS
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4. Small sticky note pads (one for each student).
5. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the “ACCEPTS” skills on them.
6. Pennies for the mindfulness exercise (enough pennies so that you and each student can 

choose one).

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan, as well as handouts in student skills binders.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.
3. In advance, prepare a table with two columns and seven rows on a large piece of poster-

board. As shown later in this lesson in Figure L6.1, write the title “Wise Mind ACCEPTS” 
at the top. In the left column, write each of the ACCEPTS distraction methods: Activities, 
Contributing, Comparisons, Emotions, Pushing away, Thoughts, and Sensations. Leave 
the right column blank for the class activity.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (7 minutes)
�� Observing and describing a penny (5 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 5.2. Mindfulness: Practicing “How” Skills
�{ Sharing with partners
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (4 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 6.1. Distress Tolerance: Why Bother Coping with Painful Feelings 
and Urges?
�{ Two types of distress tolerance skills: Crisis Survival and Reality Acceptance Skills

•	 Discussion: Crisis survival skills (25 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 6.2. Distress Tolerance: When to Use Crisis Survival Skills (10 min-

utes)
�{ What is a crisis?
�{ Crisis survival skills
�{ The emotional thermometer

�� Review of Handout 6.3. Distress Tolerance: Crisis Survival Skills (1 minute)
�{ Brief overview of 5 Crisis Survival skills

�� Review of Handout 6.4. Distress Tolerance: Distract with Wise Mind ACCEPTS (14 
minutes)
�{ What does it mean to distract?
�{ When to distract
�{ Class exercise: Generate examples of Wise Mind ACCEPTS using posterboard.
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•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)
�� Review ACCEPTS mnemonic by randomly calling on students.

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 6.5. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Wise Mind ACCEPTS
�{ Identify and practice two ACCEPTS skills this week.

�� Diary cards

DetaileD lesson Plan

Mindfulness Exercise (7 minutes)

Observing and Describing a Penny (5 minutes)

Welcome the class and introduce the exercise. Pass out one penny to each student as you do 
so. Say:

We are going to begin with a mindfulness activity that involves observing and describing. 
I want you each to take one penny and put it on the desk in front of you. We are going to 
start with observing the penny—just noticing it.

Begin by sitting in the mindful/wide-awake position. As we know by now, this means 
we have our feet flat on the floor; we are sitting up straight, as if a string was pulling us 
from the top of the head; and we have our hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will 
keep our eyes open. During the practice, if you notice that you have become distracted by 
thoughts, judgments, or body sensations, just notice it without acting on the urge; let it go 
and bring your attention back to the penny.

Begin observing, just noticing the penny.

Do this for 1 minute. After 1 minute, instruct the students:

Now put words to what you are observing. In your own mind, describe the penny to your-
self.

After 1 more minute, tell the students to continue their mindful describing to themselves, 
while you collect all of the pennies.

Then pass the handful of pennies to a student, instructing each student to try to find his 
or her own penny. Once that penny has been found, the pile should be passed to the next 
student and that student should look for his or her penny, continuing on to each person in the 
class. If the class is large, collect the pennies by the row and then redistribute them to that 
row only. Remind students to look for their pennies quietly, noticing any thoughts or judg-
ments that may come up; when a student finds his or her penny, the student should turn his 
or her attention back to the penny.

After the pile has gone around, ask if each student was able to find his or her own penny. 
Point out that some may not have found their penny if it was taken before the pile reached 
them.
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Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Highlight how challenging and involved the skill of observing can truly be, and how there 
are so many things around us each day that we just don’t notice. Ask each student for what 
he or she noticed while observing the penny or for any other observations about the exer-
cise. Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists 
of something a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally. For example, you can help 
students to restate their observations by saying:

I noticed an increase in tension and frustration when I could not find my penny. I noticed 
the urge to tell my neighbor to give me my penny. I noticed stopping with each pause. 
I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week’s exercise. I noticed a 
thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts.

If necessary, note how this differs from the following:

I thought, “How could this be helpful to me?” I liked last week’s practice better. I was 
uncomfortable, so I had to move.

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 5.2. Mindfulness: Practicing “How” Skills

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS

Divide the students into pairs for homework review. Have one student restate what the home-
work was last week. Then have the students share with their partners one of the situations 
in which they practiced the homework. Instruct them to share how it helped or did not help 
with the situation.

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Have the students come back together as a whole and share with the class which skills they 
practiced to indicate whether they found them helpful, unhelpful, or neutral and to explain 
the second answer. Ask whether there is anything else about the skill use they would like to 
share with the class.

If students are reporting that the skills were not at all helpful, encourage them to think 
of ways the skills could be done differently to have a different effect. Also ask whether they 
“noticed” that the skills were not helpful. Then ask how could they have noticed this without 
using the skills.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons.
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Introduction of Main Ideas (4 minutes)

Explain:

Today we start a new skills module called Distress Tolerance. All the skills in this module 
are about how to cope with distress and pain.

Review of Handout 6.1. Distress Tolerance: Why Bother Coping with Painful 
Feelings and Urges?

Read the three numbered points on Handout 6.1 aloud, or ask one or more students to do so. 
Discuss these as follows:

“Pain is part of life and can’t be avoided.” Now nobody wants distress and pain. Maybe 
you don’t even want to think about it, much less how to cope with it. But can we get rid of 
all pain in our lives? No, we all experience pain.

Elicit examples (e.g., parental divorce, death of a loved one, a chronic medical problem, 
relationship breakups, struggling to do well in certain classes).

“If you can’t deal with your pain, you may act impulsively.” Has anybody in here ever acted 
impulsively when they experienced intense emotions, like you were really angry or scared?

Again, elicit examples.

“When you act impulsively, you may end up hurting yourself, hurting someone else, and 
not getting what you want.” But have you ever been so intensely emotional and upset that 
you just couldn’t stand it? What do you do when that happens? Maybe you do something 
you’ll later regret, like trashing your things or your relationships.

Because pain is unavoidable, and we want to make sure we don’t cause more pain in 
our lives by our lack of ability to tolerate pain, we are going to learn the distress tolerance 
skills.

TWo TyPES oF DISTrESS TolErAnCE SkIllS

Explain:

There are two categories of distress tolerance skills: crisis survival skills and reality accep‑
tance skills.

Crisis Survival Skills

The goal of crisis survival skills is to help you get through a short‑term crisis situation with‑
out making it worse. Often when a crisis arises, we can act from emotion mind and cause 
more problems than where we started. Crisis survival skills help us tolerate our distress so 
we don’t act on our emotions.
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Reality Acceptance Skills

Reality acceptance skills are for longer‑ term distressing situations. When you are in a bad 
spot, and there’s no way to change or fix it any time soon, that’s when you need reality 
acceptance skills. Has anyone in the class ever thought that things “should” be different 
than they actually are? Maybe you felt angry, like you were fighting the way things are, 
refusing to accept the reality. This is a normal reaction, but it actually adds suffering to 
pain. In the second half of this module, we are going to learn a set of skills to use when we 
can’t change those things in our lives that are painful, either because they happened in the 
past or they are out of our control.

In a nutshell, crisis survival skills are about tolerating our distress for short‑term prob‑
lems, and reality acceptance skills are about tolerating our distress for long‑term problems. 
Most important, distress tolerance skills do not solve the problem causing the distress. 
Their goal is not to get rid of the pain and make us feel good. Sometimes we might end 
up feeling better after using the skills, but their goal is to make the pain more tolerable.

Have students fill in the definitions of crisis survival and accepting reality skills on Hand-
out 6.1.

Discussion: Crisis Survival Skills (25 minutes)

Review of Handout 6.2. Distress Tolerance:  
When to Use Crisis Survival Skills (10 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 6.2. Tell them:

We will learn crisis survival skills first. These are skills to use in a crisis.

WhAT IS A CrISIS?

Write the following on the board: “What is a crisis?” Then have students get into groups of two 
or three to discuss answers to this question. Instruct students to read through the top box on 
Handout 6.2 together and to generate examples of crisis situations.

After 2–3 minutes, have a brief class discussion about the definition of a crisis. Highlight 
for the students how, in such a situation, using skills that will help them to get through the 
situation without making it worse for themselves or others would be an effective thing.

Now ask a student to read the next two boxes on Handout 6.2. Emphasize:

Crisis survival skills are not for everyday use to solve all problems or for making life worth 
living. They are to help us carry on and stay functional, to avoid making things worse, or to 
stop impulsive behavior. They are for when emotion is high and problem solving is difficult 
or not possible right now.

It is important that we know when to use our crisis survival skills and when not to. One 
of the skill sets we are going to learn about today teaches us that distracting from our 
emotions can be helpful at times. Do you think it would be effective or even possible to dis‑
tract all of the time? No. So here is how we can gauge when to use our crisis survival skills.
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ThE EMoTIonAl ThErMoMETEr

Draw a picture of a thermometer on the board, with 0 at the bottom and 100 at the top. 
Explain:

This is your emotional thermometer. The 0 means you are so calm you are practically 
sleeping, and the 100 means you are the most distressed you have ever been or could 
imagine being. You need crisis survival skills when a situation is intense. On a scale of 
0–100, this would be around a 65 or higher. The situation can’t be resolved right now; 
there is no immediate solution; you are in emotion mind; and you can’t afford to make it 
worse.

Refer back to the examples provided earlier in small groups, and add some of the exam-
ples listed below if these are not already listed. Then have students rate their emotional 
temperatures for the different situations. Highlight that people have different levels of toler-
ance, so what may be a 40 for one person may be a 75 for another. (Here are some additional 
examples of crises you can use: “being swept up in the undertow at the ocean,” “your par-
ents saying that you cannot go out Friday night with your friends because you have a family 
obligation,” “taking a test unprepared,” or “someone saying something negative about you on 
social media.”)

Now explain:

The goal of crisis survival is to stay effective. It can be hard to stay effective and not 
make the situation worse in a crisis because the stress and emotions are so high that 
the ability to problem‑ solve and cope can be lost. Crisis survival skills do not take away 
the crisis and the stress, but being effective and not making things worse are not small 
things in a crisis.

Have students think about a difficult situation or crisis that they needed to tolerate 
(e.g., being in trouble with their parents, being yelled at). Ask them what the difference was 
between tolerating the crisis and making it worse (e.g., by yelling back). Ask for examples of 
times when they responded poorly to a crisis and made the situation worse.

Review of Handout 6.3. Distress Tolerance:  
Crisis Survival Skills (1 minute)

Have students turn to Handout 6.3. Briefly highlight that there are five sets of crisis survival 
skills, which they will be learning over the next few lessons, and that today they have learned 
when to use crisis survival skills. Don’t teach or review skills in this section. Move next to the 
first set of skills: distracting with wise mind ACCEPTS.

Review of Handout 6.4. Distress Tolerance: Distract with Wise Mind 
ACCEPTS (14 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 6.4.
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What Does It Mean to DIstract?

Explain that distracting means:

1. Getting away from the urges to act on an emotion . . .
2. by doing something else . . .
3. while waiting for urges to come down on their own.

When to DIstract

Discuss with students times when distracting would be an appropriate way to deal with an 
emotional response to a situation. Examples could include these: “getting in a fight with a 
friend who now won’t answer the phone, and you have the urge to leave a flaming message”; 
“not being able to find your wallet, which you think you left in your locker at school, but you 
cannot check until tomorrow and you have the urge to sneak back into the school building”; or 
“being grounded, and your parents are done talking to you, so you want to run away.” Remind 
students:

Distracting does not fix any of these situations. It does not make you feel better about 
the situations. But it can get you through a situation without acting in ways that make the 
situation worse. So these skills really focus on helping you tolerate the urge to act on the 
emotion. For example, they can help you tolerate the urge to attack or yell at your parents 
when you are angry about being grounded or the urge to break into the school building 
and look for your wallet.

class exercIse: exaMples of WIse MInD accepts

Bring out the sticky note pads, and either put up the “Wise Mind ACCEPTS” poster pre-
pared before class (as shown in Figure L6.1), or draw it on the board now. Note that by using 
a posterboard, you will be able to save the students’ ideas and leave it in the classroom for the 
students to see regularly, and it will be a reminder for them to use their ACCEPTS skills when 
needed. Finally, instruct students to take out Homework 6.5. Distress Tolerance: Practicing 
Wise Mind ACCEPTS.

Explain:

The word ACCEPTS is a “mnemonic”—that is, a memory helper. Each of the seven letters 
stands for a different way that you can distract yourself. The key to making these skills 
work is that you have to do them mindfully. This means participating fully in a skill, while 
being nonjudgmental and doing only that one thing in the moment.

Pass out a sticky note pad to each student, and have the students write each letter of 
ACCEPTS on a separate sheet. Instruct the students:

As we go through each of the letters and what they stand for, I want you to think about 
one or two examples that could work for you, and write them down under the correspond-
ing letter. What we are about to do is very similar to your homework, so if you hear some-
thing that fits for you, then you should write it on Homework 6.5 as well.
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Now go through each letter of ACCEPTS, explaining each distraction method and giving 
examples. Then have students write down on the sticky notes their own examples that they 
can use.

Activities: Distract your attention by doing something really engrossing, like reading 
a good book, watching TV, surfing the web, doing homework, working out, or any of the 
other activities listed on Handout 6.4. The key is that you become fully engaged and par‑
ticipate mindfully in the activity.

Contributing: Distract yourself by refocusing attention from yourself to others. This 
may also enhance self‑ respect. Handout 6.4 lists such things as helping a friend or volun‑
teering. Another example might be talking to a store clerk and asking how his or her day 
is going.

Comparisons: Distract yourself by refocusing attention from your current self and 
recasting yourself in a more positive light. This can be done by comparing yourself to those 
less fortunate or in worse situations than you, such as peers, guests on talk shows, or other 
people who seem unlucky. Another form of comparison is comparing your present self to a 
time when you were doing worse, knowing that you were able to get through that situation. 
Or compare yourself to a time when you coped effectively and were capable of getting 
through difficult moments. However, be aware that comparisons don’t always work, and if 
you find yourself judging yourself or feeling guilty, then you should stop.

Emotions: Distract your attention by generating opposite emotions to change the 
current painful emotion. We have all been really sad, listened to heartbroken music, and 
felt worse. Or we have all been really pissed off, listened to angry music, and felt even 
more pissed off. That is not this method. The key is to evoke a different emotion. When you 
are angry, watch a funny movie or read a comic book. When you are sad, listen to happy 
music or watch a scary movie.

fIGure l6.1. Template for a “Wise Mind ACCEPTS” poster.

Wise Mind ACCEPTS

Activities

Contributing

Comparisons

Emotions

Pushing Away

Thoughts

Sensations
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Pushing away: Distract your attention by leaving the situation or blocking it from your 
mind. This decreases contact with the thing that is making you upset. In a crisis, denial is 
not always a bad thing; the secret is not overusing it. As Handout 6.4 says, build an imagi-
nary wall between you and the situation. Put the situation in an imaginary safe or behind 
an imaginary locked door. You can even write down what is bothering you and put that 
piece of paper in a drawer or in a box on a shelf in the closet.

Thoughts: Distract your attention by filling your mind with other thoughts, so that 
negative or upsetting thoughts cannot get in. You can read, do crossword puzzles, count 
to 10, count or name the colors in the room, plan the rooms in your dream house, count 
the words when you are being yelled at, or translate the yelling into a foreign language.

Sensations: Distract your attention with physical sensations. Handout 6.4 suggests 
holding ice, listening to loud music, taking a hot or cold shower, or squeezing a ball.

After going through all the ACCEPTS skills, ask several students to come up and stick 
their ideas on the posterboard next to the corresponding letter of the mnemonic. Once all the 
sticky notes are on the posterboard, comment on how many different ways people were able 
to generate to distract from urges to act on their emotions. Add:

Now your goal is to be mindful enough to notice when you have intense urges, be effec-
tive and choose to use a crisis survival skill, and mindfully distract your attention from the 
urges.

After class, transcribe the ideas onto the posterboard and hang it in the room for the remain-
der of the course (without any identifying information about the students who provided the 
ideas).

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Tell the students how proud you are of their great examples. Ask for a volunteer to briefly 
review the main purposes of distress tolerance. Go around the room and call on different 
students to state what each letter in ACCEPTS stands for. Do this three or four times, getting 
faster each time.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 6.5. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Wise Mind ACCEPTS

Students will practice at least two of the ACCEPTS skills and write down each skill and the 
situation on the worksheet, as well as whether it helped.

Diary Cards

Pass out new diary cards, and collect the previous week’s cards if you have not already done 
so. Highlight that the students have now learned the ACCEPTS skills. In each lesson, the 
students learn at least one new skill or set of skills; the skill or skills are added to the list of 
skills they are to monitor daily for whether they practiced it or not. Remind students that the 
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only way to learn a new skill is to practice the skill over and over. Therefore, as they learn new 
skills, they are to practice these along with all the previously learned skills.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

This lesson covers the next two sets of crisis survival skills: self- soothe and IMPROVE the 
moment. These skills continue the message from Lesson 6: Crisis survival skills are used to 
tolerate urges to act on intense emotions, in order to get through an emotional situation effec-
tively and without making it worse by acting impulsively. This lesson also uses two posters, 
similar to the “Wise Mind ACCEPTS” poster created in Lesson 6 for classroom activities.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Crisis survival strategies are used to get through a bad situation without making it worse.
2. Self- soothe is using movement plus the five senses (vision, hearing, smell, taste, and touch) 

to do something comforting, kind, and gentle for oneself.
3. IMPROVE the moment means replacing negative events with Imagery, Meaning, Prayer, 

Relaxing actions, One thing at a time, Vacation, and Encouragement.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 7.1. Distress Tolerance: Self- Soothe Skills
•	 Handout 7.2. Distress Tolerance: IMPROVE the Moment
•	 Homework 7.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing IMPROVE the Moment
•	 Homework 7.4. Distress Tolerance: Creating Your Crisis Survival Kit

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

leSSon 7

Distress Tolerance
Self‑Soothe and IMPROVE the Moment
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3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the “Self- soothe” and “IMPROVE” skills on them.
5. Small sticky note pads (one for each student).
6. Several small everyday objects (paper clips, keys, etc.; see the Detailed Lesson Plan for 

other suggestions). You will need one item for each student in the class.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.
3. In advance, prepare two tables with two columns each on two large pieces of posterboard. 

One will have six rows, and the other will have seven rows. As shown later in this lesson in 
Figures L7.1 and L7.2, title the tables “Self- Soothe Skills” and “IMPROVE the Moment,” 
respectively. Down the left column, write each of the self- soothe or IMPROVE methods, 
as shown in those figures. Leave the right columns blank for the class activity.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing and describing an object (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 6.5. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Wise Mind ACCEPTS
�� Diary cards

•	 Introduction of main ideas (2 minutes)
�� Crisis survival skills help to tolerate acting on emotion urges.

•	 Discussion: Self- soothe skills (12 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 7.1 Distress Tolerance: Self- Soothe Skills
�{ Class exercise: Generate examples of self- soothe skills using Self- soothe posterboard.

•	 Discussion: IMPROVE the moment (16 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 7.2. Distress Tolerance: IMPROVE the Moment
�{ Class exercise: Generate examples of IMPROVE the moment using IMPROVE poster-
board.

•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)
•	 Homework assignment (3 minutes)

�� Homework 7.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing IMPROVE the Moment
�{ Practice two IMPROVE skills.

�� Homework 7.4. Distress Tolerance: Creating Your Crisis Survival Kit
�{ Assemble items for each of the five senses plus movement to use to soothe yourself.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing and Describing an Object (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and introduce the exercise. For this exercise, you will need one object for 
each student. Suggestions for objects include (but are not limited to) markers, pens, pencils, 
stapler, paper clips, string cheese, candy wrappers, balls, bars of soap, feathers, pom-pom 
balls, washcloths, or fabrics of different textures. Say:

We are going to begin this lesson with another mindfulness activity that involves observing 
and describing. We have more senses than just our eyes, but so often we rely on our sight 
for our observation. Today you are going to close your eyes and be handed a common 
everyday object. Will you be able to describe the object by observing the object with senses 
other than your eyes?

Explain:

After we begin the exercise, I will put an object in your hand. First, you are to practice 
observing the object, without looking at it—the way it feels, the texture, the shape, the 
weight, perhaps even the smell. After about 1 minute, I will tell you to describe the object 
to yourself— to put words to your observation.

If necessary, clarify that the first step is simply to notice and observe. Then continue:

The next step is to take a mindful posture. When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mind‑
ful/wide‑awake position we have learned. This means keeping our feet flat on the floor, 
sitting up straight, and putting our hands in an open position on your lap or desk. This 
time, also, close your eyes.

Go on:

When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to 
begin the practice, and I will begin handing out the objects. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the 
practice.

Now start the practice by counting to 3. Hand out the objects to students when you reach 
3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Do the exercise for 2 minutes. Prior to saying, “Stop,” instruct students to keep the object in 
their hands and place their hands under the desk or table, so that they do not see it when they 
open their eyes.
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Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Go around the room and have students try to guess what their object is. At this time, allow 
them the opportunity to describe their observations about the activity. Model the correct 
usage of “I notice . . . ” by noticing something successful about the exercise. Provide feedback 
about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student 
can observe and describe nonjudgmentally. For example, you can help students to restate 
their observations by saying:

I noticed the thought that my object is rough and soft. I don’t know what this is. I noticed 
the urge to open my eyes and see the object. I noticed stopping with each pause. I noticed 
a thought about how this was different from last week. I noticed a thought . . ., I noticed 
the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts.

As in Lesson 6, if necessary, note how this observation differs from the following and help 
students to restate their observations as described above:

I thought, “How could this be helpful to me?” I liked last week’s practice better. I was 
uncomfortable, so I had to move.

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 6.5. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Wise Mind ACCEPTS

Explain:

Because the homework was so similar to what was done last week in class, we aren’t going 
to go into a lot of detail on it. I want us to focus on how you practiced the ACCEPTS strat-
egies last week and how effective they were. If you came up with any additional ways to 
practice distracting, we want to hear those too, and we will add them to our list.

Ask several students to share with the class the ACCEPTS skills that they practiced last 
week. When students share a situation, ask how effective the skill was, and whether they 
noticed a difference in their emotions before and after practicing the skill. Write any new 
ACCEPTS skills on the “Wise Mind ACCEPTS” poster.

Finally, ask who didn’t complete the homework. Briefly ask these students what got in the 
way of their doing the homework and how they will get it done next time.

Diary Cards

Collect diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed before the next class.

Introduction of Main Ideas (2 minutes)

Briefly review that distress tolerance skills are skills for getting through a difficult situation 
without making it worse; that crisis survival skills are for tolerating the urge to act when 
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responding to short-term problems; and that the ACCEPTS skills are methods of mindfully 
distracting oneself in the short term. Remind students that the goal of crisis survival skills is 
not to solve problems or make us feel better, the goal is to get through the situation without 
acting on our emotion urges and possibly making the situation worse.

Then say to students that during this lesson two new sets of skills will be learned: how to 
self- soothe by using the five senses plus movement and how to IMPROVE the moment.

Discussion: Self‑Soothe Skills (12 minutes)

Review of Handout 7.1. Distress Tolerance: Self‑Soothe Skills

Have students turn to Handout 7.1. Say:

As this handout tells us, a good way to remember these skills is to think of soothing your 
five senses— vision, hearing, smell, taste, and touch—plus movement. These are skills for 
comforting, nurturing, and being kind and gentle to ourselves. By doing kind things for 
ourselves, we can reduce our vulnerability to negative emotions and increase our resis‑
tance to acting on our emotions. Again, and most important (and as with all of our skills), 
in order to be effective, we have to participate in each of these activities one‑ mindfully 
and without judgment.

Ask students:

How many of you do nice things for yourself when you are experiencing intense emotions? 
How many of you think that you don’t deserve soothing or nice things when you have 
intense emotions, especially painful emotions like anger, guilt, shame, or sadness?

Discuss the students’ responses. Some people believe that they do not deserve soothing, kind-
ness, and gentleness; they may feel guilty or ashamed when they self- soothe. Emphasize to 
students that these are judgments. Since the goal is to practice these skills mindfully, it is 
important to be nonjudgmental and do what works in order to be effective in using the skills. 
Some students may believe that they should get soothing from others. Again, this may not be 
effective, so it is important for everyone to learn to self- soothe. However, these skills should 
not be overused; a problem should be solved, if it is solvable.

Class ExErCisE: ExamplEs of sElf‑soothing skills

Bring out the sticky note pads, and either put up the “Self- Soothe Skills” poster prepared 
before class (as shown in Figure L7.1), or draw this figure on the board now. Note that by using 
a posterboard, you will be able to save the students’ ideas and leave the poster in the room for 
the students to see regularly, and it will be a reminder for them to use their self- soothe skills 
when needed.

For each of the five senses and movement, read through the examples listed on Handout 
7.1, and encourage students to call out their own ideas for things that would work for them. 
Write appropriate answers on the posterboard to be displayed in the classroom. Highlight 
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that part of their homework will be to create their own kits for self- soothing, so if they hear an 
idea that fits for them, they should write it down.

Now pass out a sticky note pad to each student, and have the students write each of the 
five senses and movement on a separate sheet. Instruct the students:

As we go through the five senses plus movement, I want you to think about one or two 
examples for each one that could work for you, and write them down on the corresponding 
sticky note. For homework, you will create your own self‑ soothe kit. So if examples seem 
like they will be effective for you, be sure to write them down on your handout, so you can 
remember to put that item or similar items in your kit.

Go through each of the five senses and movement, giving examples and assisting students 
in generating further examples. Then have students write down on their sticky notes their 
own examples that they can use.

Vision: Soothe yourself by finding something pleasant to focus your sights on. This 
may include things like watching the flame of a candle dance, watching a picture slide 
show of your last family vacation or fun time with friends, or watching your dog run around 
the park.

Hearing: Find something soothing to listen to. This can be music, laughter, sounds 
of nature, or even someone reading to you. If you listen to music, be sure it is not music 
that is going to make you feel worse or keep the emotion around. Listen to slow and calm‑
ing music to soothe yourself. It is effective as long as it is not sad or depressing music. 
You can also combine the skill of distracting with other Emotions (the E in ACCEPTS) with 

fIGure l7.1. Template for a “Self-Soothe Skills” poster.

Self-Soothe Skills

Vision

Smell

Touch

Hearing

Taste

Movement
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self‑ soothing by listening to music that both is soothing and elicits a different emotion. For 
example, if you are sad, listen to peaceful and joyful music.

Smell: Soothe yourself by focusing on smells, such as lighting scented candles, using 
scented lotions, baking favorite foods, walking through a field of freshly mowed grass or 
fresh flowers, or visiting a rose garden.

Taste: As with all of these things, it is important that we do them mindfully, focusing 
only on one thing. Imagine what it would be like to eat your favorite food mindfully. Do 
you think you would enjoy that and find it soothing? Sometimes we eat so fast that we 
don’t even fully enjoy our favorite foods. This skill is about doing the opposite: tasting one 
of your favorite foods and not missing any moment of it. What are some of your favorite 
things to eat?

Touch: This skill involves focusing completely on the sensation of touch. What are 
things that you find soothing to touch? This could be petting your cat, dog, or hamster, or 
rubbing a lucky rabbit’s foot or something else soft you can keep in your pocket and keep 
with you wherever you go (unlike your pets). Or put on lotion and focus on the sensation 
of touch. You can combine this one with smell by using a scented lotion. What other types 
of things would be soothing to the touch for you?

Movement: Sometimes the most effective way to soothe ourselves and to be kind is 
by moving. This could be turning on music and dancing around, rocking in a hammock, 
slowing down and doing yoga or pilates, or going for a walk.

Emphasize to students:

It is important that whichever one you decide to do, do it mindfully. Eating your favorite 
food while stewing over the thing that has distressed you doesn’t help you to feel better 
about the situation. Focus completely and mindfully on whichever of your five senses or 
movement you are soothing yourself with.

After going through all of the self- soothe skills, have students come up and stick their 
ideas on the posterboard next to the appropriate methods. After class, transcribe the ideas 
onto the posterboard and hang it in the room for the remainder of the year (without any iden-
tifying information about the students who provided the ideas).

Complete this part of the lesson by asking for questions or comments from students.

Discussion: IMPROVE the Moment (16 minutes)

Review of Handout 7.2. Distress Tolerance: IMPROVE the Moment

Have students turn to Handout 7.2. They should also pull out Homework 7.3. Practicing 
IMPROVE the Moment. Explain:

Just like the word ACCEPTS, the word IMPROVE is a “mnemonic”—that is, a memory 
helper. Each of the seven letters stands for a different skill for replacing immediate nega‑
tive events with more positive ones. A negative event can range from things like fights with 
your parents, feeling overwhelmed with homework, or being sick and having to miss a 
dance, to events such as the death of a grandparent or being arrested for shoplifting. We 
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are going to do an exercise as we go through the IMPROVE skills, similar to the exercises 
we did for the ACCEPTS and self‑ soothe skills. Our goal is for you to be able to remember 
these activities and then be able to do them when you find yourself with intense urges to 
act on your emotions.

ClASS ExErCISE: ExAMPlES oF IMProVE ThE MoMEnT

Bring out more sticky note pads, and either put up the “IMPROVE the Moment” poster pre-
pared before class (as shown in Figure L7.2), or draw this figure on the board now. Again, by 
using a posterboard, you will be able to save the students’ ideas and leave it in the room for 
the students to see regularly, and it will be a reminder for them to use their IMPROVE skills 
when needed.

Pass out a sticky note pad to each student (if they don’t have any remaining from previ-
ous exercise), and have the students write each letter of IMPROVE on a separate sheet. As 
you go through each letter of IMPROVE, describe the skill and assist students in generating 
examples. Emphasize to students before beginning:

It is important to balance improving the moment with staying in the present. Just as with 
the self‑ soothing skills, we don’t want to overuse these skills, and we have to do them 
mindfully.

Now read through the examples listed on Handout 7.2, and encourage students to call out 
their own ideas for things that would work for them. After you go through each item have stu-
dents write their examples on their sticky notes, as well as on Homework 7.3. Highlight that 
part of their homework will be to create their own list of items for improving the moment, so 

fIGure l7.2. Template for an “IMPROVE the Moment” poster.

IMPROVE the Moment

Imagery

Meaning

Prayer

Relaxation

One thing in the moment

Vacation

Encouragement
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if during the discussion they hear an idea that works for them, they should write it down. You 
can give examples as follows:

Imagery: Imagery can be used to distract, soothe, or create different situations, or as 
practice for coping effectively with a crisis— that is, as mental rehearsal. Imagery creates 
safe spaces that you can temporarily go to. The key to using imagery is to practice using 
it during noncrisis situations. Imagine yourself being effective; imagine yourself in a safe 
place; imagine the painful emotions draining out of you like water out of a pipe.

Meaning: Finding or creating meaning helps many people in crisis. Adolescents 
whose parents get divorced often find themselves searching for meaning in their lives, 
while suffering intense emotion over the divorce. Finding meaning while experiencing a 
difficult situation can become a survival skill in this situation: It is finding the silver lining, 
making lemonade out of lemons, or focusing on whatever positive aspect you can find. For 
example, your parents’ divorce may result in your getting closer to your siblings or grand‑
parents, or in your spending more quality time alone with each parent and improving what 
may have been a distant relationship.

Prayer: This skill is about asking for strength and wisdom to tolerate the pain of the 
moment, rather than praying for the pain to go away. A person does not have to be reli‑
gious or believe in a higher power to use this skill.

Practice: Have the students say out loud together: “Please make this stop happening to 
me. Please make it go away.” Instruct the students to notice what they experienced while they 
said this. Now have the students say out loud together: “Please help me have the skills and 
strength to tolerate this difficult situation.” Again, instruct the students to notice their experi-
ence while they said it. Did anybody notice a difference between the two experiences? Have 
a couple of students share their observations.

Note that the goal here is not to encourage all students to use prayer. You can say:

Prayer is something that works for some people. If you are not someone who believes 
in prayer, than this may not be a skill for you. This is similar to the Comparisons skill in 
ACCEPTS, which may not be for everyone, because some people feel worse after using it.

The goal of the practice above is to have students experience the difference between the 
two different ways of asking for help. If students choose to use prayer, have them generate 
different types of prayer they could use, and write them down on a sticky note under the cor-
responding letter.

Relaxation: This is finding activities that relax you. This is changing how the body 
responds to stress and crisis. Often people tense their bodies to try to control the situation; 
accepting the situation enables the body to communicate acceptance to the mind.

One Thing at a Time: This is the same skill we learned as part of the mindfulness 
skills. At times of intense emotions, we can begin to think that our entire lives are crises, 
rather than experiencing just this one crisis right now. We may have multiple problems 
occurring in the past and/or in the future, but the key to tolerating right now is remember‑
ing that we only have to survive this one moment. We do not have to relive the pain of the 
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past or the pain of the future. Furthermore, when we might become overwhelmed with 
a big task we have to complete or a problem we have to solve, we can break it into small 
tasks and start with the easiest, doing one thing at a time. Here are a couple of examples: 
“When I am distracting with an activity, I am only doing that one activity,” “I don’t have to 
figure out how to pass all of my classes, just this one class right now,” or “I don’t have to 
figure out how to get my mother to stop yelling at me forever, just during this one interac-
tion.

Vacation: Sometimes everyone needs a vacation— but, unfortunately, a real vacation 
is not always possible. So our goal with this skill is to take a brief vacation. There are two 
key points to taking any type of vacation. First, it needs to have a planned end date or 
time. And second, it needs to be planned for an effective time. It is not effective to take 
a vacation the day before a major test or project is due. So the vacation may be 10 min-
utes or 2 hours, but usually not a whole day or 2. It is taking a brief time out to regroup. 
Examples might include closing your eyes and putting your head down on your desk for 5 
minutes, or crawling into bed and pulling the covers over you for 5 minutes. Some of you 
may be quite good at taking vacations, and the key for you is to learn how to take them 
responsibly. Eventually you need to return to your regular life and begin to problem- solve.

Encouragement: This skill involves talking to yourself the way you would talk to some-
one you care about who is in crisis, or the way you wish someone would talk to you. It is 
cheerleading yourself.

Practice: Have students raise their arms up in the air so they are perpendicular with 
their bodies. Instruct students to keep their arms up, and after about 30 seconds or a min-
ute, have them say: “This is really hard. I can’t do this. I need to put my arms down. I can’t 
do this.” Have students put their arms down and observe and describe their experience to 
themselves.

Now have students raise their arms again in the same position. This time, after about 
30–60 seconds, have students begin to say: “I can do this. I can keep my arms up forever. 
I can tolerate this. Nothing can bring my arms down. I am doing a great job and working 
really hard.” Then have students take their arms down, and again observe and describe their 
experience to themselves. Have a few students share their observations of the two types of 
experiences.

After you have gone through all the IMPROVE items, have students come up and stick 
their ideas on the posterboard next to the appropriate methods. After class, transcribe the 
ideas onto the posterboard and hang it in the room for the remainder of the year (without any 
identifying information about the students who provided the ideas).

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Congratulate the students for their hard work and for coming up with such great examples for 
the posterboards that will be put up in the classroom.

Review the purposes of self- soothing and IMPROVE. Then go around the class, having 
students say out loud what the five senses are plus one, and what each letter of IMPROVE 
stands for.
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Homework Assignment (3 minutes)

Homework 7.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing IMPROVE the Moment

Read through Homework 7.3 with students, and see whether they have any questions about 
this sheet. Students will identify two IMPROVE skills they will practice during the week. 
This practice could be in response to a distressing situation or not; the goal is to practice the 
skills. Students will describe each situation, identify whether the skill was helpful, and rate 
their level of distress and ability to manage urges to act on emotions. If students do not prac-
tice the skills, they will describe the obstacles to practice that occurred.

Homework 7.4. Distress Tolerance: Creating Your Crisis Survival Kit

Have students turn to Homework 7.4, and explain that each student will also put together a 
crisis survival kit for home and one for school. Instruct students:

As another part of your homework, each of you will use some type of container (for instance, 
a shoebox, basket, or bag) and fill it with items that represent the types of crisis survival 
skills you have learned so far: ACCEPTS, IMPROVE, and self‑ soothe . These are items you 
can use during times of high distress to help you tolerate your emotions. Examples might 
include your favorite comedy movie and a bag of microwave popcorn; crayons/markers 
and coloring pages; candles; pictures of your favorite pet or best friends; or lotions. You will 
complete one kit for home and a smaller one for school that you can keep in your desk or 
locker. You can choose to bring in your kit next week, take a picture of your kit, or simply 
write down a list of included items to share during homework review next class.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned the self- 
soothe and IMPROVE skills. When they practice these skills for their homework, they should 
rate whether they used the skills each day and provide an overall weekly skill use rating on 
the diary card, along with any other skills that they practice during the week.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Today’s lesson focuses on the impact of activating the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) 
as a means of quickly reducing intense emotions for a brief amount of time. The PNS is part of 
the autonomic nervous system (ANS); the ANS consists of the PNS and the sympathetic ner-
vous system (SNS). The SNS is the “fight-or- flight” system, which calls the body into action. 
The PNS is the body’s physiological emotion regulation system, which calls the body into rest. 
The lesson includes a very brief overview of the PNS and SNS: and focuses on three skills 
that students can use to activate the PNS, using the mnemonic TIP (Temperature, Intense 
exercise, and Paced breathing). Students will practice using the T and P skills.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Changing physiology can decrease the intensity of emotions.
2. TIP skills (Temperature, Intense exercise, Paced breathing) are to be used when a person 

is too aroused to do anything else.
3. TIP skills are used to avoid making a situation worse.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 8.1. Distress Tolerance: TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions
•	 Homework 8.2. Distress Tolerance: Using TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions
•	 Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 

materials.
2. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.

leSSon 8

Distress Tolerance
TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions
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3. Play-Doh for the mindfulness exercise (enough for each student to make a 1- to 2-inch 
ball).

4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-
light the “TIP” skills.

5. Zipper-lock bags of ice, or cold compresses, and paper towels for each student. These will 
be used for the practice exercise with Temperature.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, so that students are able to see each other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: Throwing sound (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 7.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing IMPROVE the Moment
�� Homework 7.4. Creating Your Crisis Survival Kit
�{ Sharing in small groups
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (7 minutes)

�� What is a crisis?
�� Autonomic Nervous System
�{ Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS): Body’s “fight or flight” system
�{ Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS): Body’s natural emotion regulation system

•	 Discussion: TIP skills (23 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 8.1. Distress Tolerance: TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions
�{ Temperature (9 minutes)
�� Class exercise: Using cold to TIP temperature

�{ Intense exercise (5 minutes)
�{ Paced breathing (9 minutes)
�� Class exercise: Paced breathing

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� Need to quickly bring emotions down in order to determine what other skills to use.
�� Briefly review TIP skills.

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 8.2. Distress Tolerance: Using TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions
�{ Practice each TIP skills at least one time.
�{ Practice intense exercise for 20 minutes since this is not done in class.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: Throwing Sounds (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state:

We are going to begin with a mindfulness activity that involves participating. We have 
already practiced today’s exercise once before during Lesson 5. We are going to partici‑
pate mindfully participate in throwing sounds, or playing “sound ball,” today.

As you may recall, this exercise involves playing catch with sounds. One person throws 
a sound as if it were a ball, using voice and body, to another person. That person catches 
the sound by repeating it and the body movement. The person who caught the sound now 
throws a new sound and movement to another person, and the exercise continues.

This is an exercise in participating: You will practice throwing yourself completely 
into the activity. We will also practice being nonjudgmental of ourselves and others; this 
includes both positive and negative judgments. If you notice a judgment, let it go, and 
come back to the exercise. In addition, we will focus on one‑ mindfully being in just this 
moment, not thinking about what sound will be thrown next or the sound that we just 
heard.

This time we will not stop and evaluate how much we are participating on the scale of 
1–10. Right now, I want you all to imagine yourselves participating 100%, at a level of 10. 
Do you see it? Now, when I say to begin, I want you to participate 100%.

Instruct students to stand up and form a circle (or more than one circle, as necessary; 
there should be about five people per circle). Tell them:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up and mindfully get into a circle. When I say 2, 
that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to begin the practice 
the exercise. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the exercise and let you return to your seats.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand and move mindfully to a circle. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the practice.

After 2 minutes, say, “Stop,” to end the practice.

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Go around the room and allow students to share any observations made about the activ-
ity. Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of 
something that a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed stopping 
with each pause, I noticed a comparison thought about how this was different from last time, 
I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other 
thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last 
week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).
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Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 7.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing IMPROVE the Moment
Homework 7.4. Distress Tolerance: Create Your Crisis Survival Kit

ShArIng In SMAll grouPS (5 MInuTES)

Depending on the class size, break students into groups of three. Instruct the members of 
each group to start off by sharing some of the items in their crisis survival kits with each other, 
followed by how they practiced the IMPROVE skills over the week. Preferably, each student 
should describe the IMPROVE skill that he or she found to be most effective or one that was 
not used as an example in the previous lesson.

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS (5 MInuTES)

Have the students come back together as a whole class, and ask each group to share with the 
class one item from each person’s crisis survival kit that the group members found interesting 
and thought would be helpful. As you go around the class, have the students explain why each 
item meets the criteria for self- soothe.

Finally, ask who didn’t complete their homework. Briefly ask these students what got in 
the way of their doing homework and how they will complete it next time.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons.

Introduction of Main Ideas (7 minutes)

Review by asking students to share what constitutes a crisis: a stressful, short-term event that 
a person wants to resolve now but cannot. Then say:

Remember, we talked about when our emotions get into the “red zone,” at about a 65 or 
higher on the distress scale of 0–100. At that point, it is helpful to use the crisis survival 
skills we have learned so far: ACCEPTS, IMPROVE, and self‑ soothe. However, there are 
times when our emotions are so intense that our ability to use skills such as distracting or 
self‑ soothing breaks down: We cannot think about what to do because our emotions are so 
extreme that they are getting in the way. We call this the “fight‑or‑ flight” mode, when we 
are too aroused to practice skills. This might happen if you fail a test that you needed to 
pass in order to participate in the school play or go out with your friends this weekend, or 
if you learn that your boyfriend or girlfriend has cheated— anything that gets you “amped 
up” emotionally and puts you in emotion mind and the extreme red zone. When emotions 
get really intense and the other crisis survival skills don’t work, or when you can’t even 
focus enough to use the other skills, these are the times to use the TIP skills we are going 
to learn today to get intense emotions down fast by changing your body chemistry.
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The key to remember here, though, is that the effects of these skills usually only last 
about 5–20 minutes so they are not a long‑term solution or answer. They will just buy you 
enough time, in a more calmed state, to mindfully determine what additional skills you 
need to use.

Continue:

Extreme emotions can be changed quickly by changing your body chemistry. So we are 
going to learn and practice the TIP skills in order to decrease our emotions quickly. Our 
focus will be on learning skills that will activate the parasympathetic nervous system, or 
PNS for short—the body’s natural emotion regulation system. So, first, it will help us to 
understand the PNS.

This is an opportunity to teach students briefly about the ANS and its two components, 
the SNS and PNS. Some students may have learned about this in other classes, so you can ask 
them to participate in the discussion.

The sympathetic nervous system, or SNS, is the body’s “fight‑or‑ flight” system that is 
activated in moments of distress. When this system is activated, the following things occur 
in the body: Heart rate increases, blood pressure increases, saliva production increases, 
pupils become dilated (get bigger), and digestion slows down. The body moves into action.

The parasympathetic nervous system, or PNS, is the body’s natural emotion regu‑
lation system. This is the opposite of the” fight‑or‑ flight” system; it is the “rest‑and‑slow‑
down” system. When this system is activated, the following things occur in the body: Heart 
rate slows down, blood pressure decreases, saliva production decreases, pupils constrict 
(get smaller), and digestion increases.

The goal of the TIP skills is to activate the PNS so that emotions can decrease quickly 
and allow for clear thinking about what other skills can be used. TIP skills will only activate 
the PNS for about 5–20 minutes.

Give the following example:

You and your friends are leaving the movie theater and are about to cross the street. All 
of a sudden, you realize there is a car driving down the street toward you. What happens 
in your body?

Allow students to answer. As necessary, say something like this:

You may feel shock and freeze if the car is really going fast and you think you will be hit. 
You may start yelling at the driver and dart out of the way. Internally, your SNS has been 
activated to get you out of the way. This is helpful. Now imagine that you have just walked 
out of the movie theater, and your best friend starts discussing the movie. You say how 
much you liked it, and she starts saying how bad a movie it was and you must be an idiot 
to think it was any good. How are you starting to feel?
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Again, allow students to answer. As necessary, say something like this:

You are likely to become very angry and have the urge to start yelling at your friend and 
saying or doing things that may cause more problems later for you, such as not getting a 
ride home or damaging the relationship. This is a time when it would be helpful to activate 
the PNS, so that you do not act on your intense emotional urge and cause more problems 
for yourself in the long run. Remember, this doesn’t mean that your friend is right and 
that you should accept everything she says. This is just about ways to decrease emotions 
quickly to keep from making impulsive decisions.

Discussion: TIP Skills (23 minutes)

Review of Handout 8.1. Distress Tolerance: TIP Skills for Managing 
Extreme Emotions

Have students turn to Handout 8.1. Explain that TIP is another mnemonic (that is, a memory 
helper), and that it stands for Temperature, Intense exercise, and Paced breathing.

TEMPErATurE (9 MInuTES)

The first TIP skill is using Temperature.

Have a student read the points in the box corresponding to the T on Handout 8.1.
Explain:

Cold water will calm you down fast by activating your PNS. This comes from the dive reflex, 
which is what happens when you dive into a body of cold water. What do you think hap‑
pens to someone who falls off a boat into the cold ocean or a cold lake?

Responses you are looking for include these: The person might panic, start screaming, and 
start swimming really hard and fast. If this happens, the person is likely to get tired fast and 
then drown. Go on:

The body has this automatic reaction to keep you alive. That’s where the PNS comes in, 
so that arousal will decrease so that the person can stay afloat. Just as the dive reflex can 
save someone from drowning, we can use it to save us from acting impulsively in response 
to extreme emotions. We are going to use cold water to simulate falling into a cold body 
of water and activate our own dive reflex. The key components here are that we have to 
apply something cold and wet to the face, while bent over and holding your breath.

Emphasize that the following is very important:

It is important to know before you try this skill whether you have a heart condition because 
cold water slows down the heart rate. So if you have a heart condition, you do not want to 
use this one particular skill.
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Now continue:

What you want to do is hold your breath, put your face in a bowl of cold water for 10 sec‑
onds (or as long as you can hold it), lift your face, breathe, and then repeat this up to three 
times. If you are in a place where you can’t get to a bowl of ice water, you can put an ice 
pack or a cold beverage can to your cheekbones just below your eyes, while bending over 
and holding your breath.

ClASS ExErCISE: uSIng ColD To TIP TEMPErATurE

Before the class begins, fill zipper- lock plastic bags with water and freeze them. Freeze a 
bag for each student. (Or use cold compresses.) Bring the bags and a roll of paper towels (or 
compresses) to class. Students will each think of someone or something that they dislike or 
feel some disgust toward. The goal will be to induce a moderate level of emotion in students 
during the exercise.

We are going to practice something similar to dunking our face in cold water in class now. 
Rather than bringing a lot of bowls of ice water to class today, I brought frozen ice packs 
[or cold compresses]. For the next minute, I want you to think of someone or something 
you dislike or feel some disgust toward, or something that makes you moderately anxious 
or sad. I want you to allow your emotion to grow inside of you. Do not choose something 
that you know will elicit extreme emotions in your during this practice. Notice any urges 
to act on the emotion, and without acting on it, continue to think about the situation that 
generates the emotion. After 1 minute, I will tell you to put the ice pack wrapped in a 
paper towel [or the cold compress] on your face and to bend over in your seat and hold 
your breath. Remember, you want to make sure it is at least touching your cheekbones 
just under your eyes. While you have the ice pack [or compress] on your face, notice any 
changes that occur within your body or any changes to the emotion. Hold the ice pack [or 
compress] on your face about 30 seconds or longer if you can.

Pass out the ice packs and paper towels (or the cold compresses). Allow about 1 minute 
for emotion induction. After about 1 minute, instruct students to place the ice packs and paper 
towels (or compresses) on their faces and hold them there for 30 seconds or longer, while 
bending over in their seats and holding their breath for about 10 seconds at a time.

After this is done, have students discuss any impact they noticed from putting the ice 
packs (or cold compresses) on their faces. Explain:

Using an ice pack [or compress] will not have the same intensity of impact as putting your 
face in a bowl of ice water, but it is the next best option.

If any students are still aroused, inform them that the class is going to learn two more skills 
and practice one in a few minutes. Coach them to focus their attention mindfully on the les-
son, and to bring their attention gently back to the class if they get distracted.
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InTEnSE ExErCISE (5 MInuTES)

Have a student read the points in the box corresponding to the I on Handout 8.1. Explain:

When we learn the emotion regulation skills, one thing we will learn is that emotions com‑
municate to us the need for action. Therefore, when we are experiencing intense emo‑
tions, one way to get in control of our behaviors is to engage in intense exercise rather than 
in the emotional urge behavior. For example, if you are angry, you often want to attack; if 
you are scared, you want to run and hide. So the goal here is to engage in 20 minutes of 
intense exercise. This could be going for a run, power walking, doing jumping jacks, jump‑
ing rope, or doing any other type of exercise as long as you do it intensely. What other 
types of intense exercise could someone engage in for 20 minutes?

Possible examples/answers include (but are not limited to) rowing, using a punching bag, fast 
bicycling, mountain climbing, shooting basketball hoops, and swimming laps.

The key is that when the exercise stops, then your body will also slow down for about 20 
minutes because the PNS becomes activated. This should be enough time to think about 
what other skills you can us to continue to stay in control of your behavior. In addition, this 
exercise needs to be done mindfully. If you are thinking about whatever it was that cued 
the intense emotion, it will be harder for the emotion to go down.

Ask students:

Have you ever experienced this slowdown after you just finished a moment of intense exer‑
cise, like at the gym or at a sports event or just when playing something with your friends? 
If you have, what does that feel like? Do you think that this would be helpful if you were 
experiencing intense emotions and you needed to bring them down quickly? Again, this is 
the PNS at work.

Add:

Since we do not have 20 minutes to do the intense exercise in class today, this will be part 
of your homework assignment this week.

PACED BrEAThIng (9 MInuTES)

Have a student read the points in the box corresponding to the P on Handout 8.1. Explain:

Paced breathing is another method we can use to activate the PNS. This strategy can be 
used anywhere because we always have access to our breath, which may not be the case 
for cold water or intense exercise. Naturally, our heart rate increases when we inhale and 
slows down slightly when we exhale. So we are going to pace our breathing in order to 
increase the effects of our exhales and activate our PNS. The goal is to make our exhales 
longer than our inhales. We are going to inhale for 4 seconds and then exhale for 6–8 sec‑
onds. We could also inhale for 5 seconds and exhale for 7 seconds, as long as the exhale 
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is longer than the inhale. Remember, our PNS is activated during the exhale. We need to 
breathe in deeply from our abdomens and not from our chests.

ClASS ExErCISE: PACED BrEAThIng

Students will practice paced breathing for 2 minutes. Instruct students:

Place one hand on your abdomen right around your belly button, and notice the rise 
and fall with each deep breath. This is the type of breathing you want to do, not shallow 
breaths that only go to your chest. We are going to practice paced breathing now. We 
are going to do the same thing we did for cold water. For the next minute, I want you to 
think of someone you dislike or feel some disgust toward, or something that makes you 
moderately anxious or sad. It can be the same situation or something else. I want you to 
allow your emotion to grow inside of you. Notice any urges to act on the emotion, and 
without acting on it, continue to think of the emotional situation. After about 1 minute, I 
will instruct you to begin the paced breathing. You can use the clock to count your breaths, 
or you can count in your head. Count to 4 on the inhale and up to 6 or 8 on the exhale. 
If you can, also track the total number of breath cycles (inhale plus exhale) you do in the 
minute. It is easiest to count the breath cycles by using your fingers.

Allow 1 minute for emotion induction. After 1 minute, instruct students to begin the 
paced breathing, counting to 4 on the inhale and 6 or 8 on the exhale. Have them do this 
for 2 minutes. Have students discuss any impact they noticed from the paced breathing, and 
describe any comparisons to the use of the ice packs.

Conclude by reminding students:

Remember, the TIP skills are going to help decrease the intensity of your emotions for only 
5–20 minutes. During this time, you want to focus on what other skills you can use to help 
you tolerate or change the emotions.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Review that there are times when emotions can be too high for us to practice skills, and to 
bring down the emotions quickly to get through the crisis, we can change our body chemistry 
by using TIP skills to activate the PNS. Ask for volunteers to review quickly what each letter 
stands for in TIP.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 8.2. Distress Tolerance: Using TIP Skills for Managing 
Extreme Emotions

Explain:

This sheet is your homework assignment. It is important to practice skills when not in a cri‑
sis, like practicing a sport before the big game. Therefore, you should practice each of the 
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TIP skills during the week when you are in any sort of situation, regardless of the intensity. 
It does not have to be a crisis. Since we weren’t able to practice it in class today, you are 
to engage in 20 minutes of intense exercise this week and report on the impact when you 
stopped the exercise. Remember, it can be any type of intense exercise, as long as you do 
it mindfully for 20 minutes (and don’t overdo it).

Review the different parts of the worksheet and ask whether there are any questions.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned the TIP 
skills, and that when they practice these skills for their homework, they are to circle the days 
and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that they have 
been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

This lesson covers the final crisis survival skill: pros and cons. When people are trying to 
resist a powerful urge to engage in a problem behavior, using pros and cons helps them to 
think about the positive and negative aspects of tolerating their distress rather than acting on 
it. This process will help them have a stronger understanding of the decision they are mak-
ing. For many people who struggle with impulsive decisions or with choices made in emotion 
mind, completing a pros-and-cons list at a time when not in crisis will help to decrease the 
likelihood of their acting on these behaviors in the future. Therefore, students will complete 
a pros-and-cons list for one of their primary target behaviors in class today.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Pros and cons can be used to choose between two courses of action, and can be written out 
ahead of time to prepare for urges to engage in problem behaviors.

2. Unlike typical lists of pros and cons, the list used in DBT STEPS-A has four boxes, not two 
columns.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 9.1. Distress Tolerance: Pros and Cons
•	 Homework 9.2. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Pros and Cons (additional copies of 

this sheet should be provided; see the discussion of the homework assignment at the 
end of this lesson)

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.

leSSon 9

Distress Tolerance
Pros and Cons
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4. One small piece of chocolate for each student, for the mindfulness exercise.
5. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the “Pros and cons” skill.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, so that students are able to see each other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing and describing: Eating chocolate (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 8.2. Distress Tolerance: Using TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions
�� Diary cards

•	 Introduction of main ideas (5 minutes)
�� Pros and cons compare advantages and disadvantages of behaviors.

•	 Discussion: Pros and cons (25 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 9.1. Distress Tolerance: Pros and Cons (5 minutes)
�{ Pros and cons have four boxes.
�{ Use wise mind to make a weighted decision.

�� Class exercise: Completing a pros-and-cons list (20 minutes)
�{ Draw a pros-and-cons grid on the board.
�{ Focus on both short-term and long-term goals.
�{ Evaluate facts about and validity of each item.

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� Review main points.
�{ Pros and cons of engaging in a behavior and of not engaging in the behavior should be 
included in each list.
�{ Identify both short- and long-term consequences.
�{ Check the validity of each of our pros and cons.

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 9.2. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Pros and Cons
�{ Complete a pros and cons for at least one of your own target behaviors.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing and Describing: Eating Chocolate (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and introduce the exercise. For this exercise, you will need one small piece 
of chocolate for each student (e.g., Hershey’s Kisses, miniatures). Say:

We are going to begin with another mindfulness practice that involves observing and 
describing. So often we eat food mindlessly and barely even taste it. Today we are going to 
eat chocolate mindfully. Who can remember what skill has us eating mindfully?

Elicit (or give) this answer: self- soothe with taste. Pass out one piece of chocolate to each 
student. Explain:

Remember, we have more senses than just our eyes, but so often we rely on our sight for 
our observation. Today we are going to use our eyes, noses, and mouths to observe a 
piece of chocolate. The reason I say we are going to use all three is because when I tell 
you to begin, I don’t want you just to open the chocolate and eat it. When I give the signal 
to begin, you will observe the chocolate in your hands: Observe the wrapper, the shape, 
anything and everything about it. When you are ready, you will open the wrapper. Notice 
the color, the texture, the shape, the way that the chocolate feels, the way that it smells. 
You can decide if you want to put the chocolate in your mouth or not. If you decide to eat 
the chocolate, put the chocolate in your mouth when you are ready, but don’t start chew‑
ing or swallowing right away. Notice the sensations on your tongue, the urge to chew, the 
taste as part of it dissolves from the enzymes in your saliva. Simply observe the chocolate 
in your mouth without acting on it, and only allow swallowing to occur as a natural reflex.

NOTE: You may have one or more students in your group who do not want to do this prac-
tice for various reasons (e.g., they have an allergy, they hate chocolate, or they have an eating 
disorder). Giving them the option not to eat the chocolate may alleviate this problem, but if it 
does not, you may decide to have other options available (such as a raisin or a cup of water). 
Ideally, you want to encourage the students to practice the observing part of the exercise and 
choose not to put the chocolate in their mouths. They can observe the wrapper, the smell, 
the patterns on the chocolate from the wrapper, and so on. Once you have explained this to 
students as necessary, continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful or wide‑awake position we have often 
used before. As you know, this means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, 
and putting our hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will keep our eyes open.

When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal 
to begin the practice, and I will begin handing out the chocolate. As usual, I’ll say, “Stop,” 
to end the exercise.
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Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position.
2: Take a deep breath.
3: Begin the practice.

Have students do the exercise for 1 minute. After 1 minute, say, “Stop,” and instruct the stu-
dents to eat the chocolate if they want to if it has not already melted in their mouths.

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Go around the room and have students describe any observations they made during the prac-
tice. Follow up with questions comparing mindfully eating chocolate to their everyday experi-
ence of eating chocolate. Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each 
statement consists of something that a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally 
(e.g., I noticed the thought that my object is rough, soft, I don’t know what this is . . . , I noticed 
the urge to open my eyes and see the object, I noticed stopping with each pause, I noticed a 
thought about how this was different from last week. I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the 
sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about 
how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I noticed I was 
uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 8.2. Distress Tolerance: Using TIP Skills for Managing 
Extreme Emotions

Ask:

Who practiced the Temperature skill with ice or cold water? Who practiced Intense exer‑
cise? Who practiced Paced breathing?

Go through each skill with the class, and have a few students report on their experience of 
the skill. Ask specifically what they did, the differences they noticed before and after practic-
ing the skill, whether there was any decrease in their distress ratings, and whether they were 
surprised by the outcome.

If there are skills that some students did not practice, encourage them to try practicing 
these this week, and troubleshoot with the students what got in the way of their completing 
their homework.

Diary Cards

As usual, ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. 
If you are not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to 
each student over the course of several lessons.
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Introduction of Main Ideas (5 minutes)

Say to students:

People can have powerful urges to engage in problematic behaviors, such as arguing with 
parents, skipping class or school, avoiding homework or studying, drinking, drugs, shoplift‑
ing, and so on. But there are usually better outcomes for tolerating distress.

So how do you decide whether or not to act on those urges?

Allow students to answer. Then continue:

Most people often weigh the pros and cons of doing a behavior. For instance, they might 
ask themselves, “How much trouble will I get in versus how much fun will I have?” Pros 
and cons help a person to compare the advantages and disadvantages of different options 
when a decision needs to be made.

You make decisions every day when weighing your options; you just usually don’t 
formally write these out. For example, you make a decision at night whether to do your 
homework or watch YouTube videos. You most likely think of the pros of how much more 
fun the videos would be, but then you think of the cons of getting in trouble or earning a 
bad grade. Let’s hope that this outweighs the pros of watching the videos and you do your 
homework!

Today we are going to learn how to complete a list of pros and cons. However, this 
one will be a little different from simply looking at the advantages and disadvantages of 
acting on crisis urges.

Discussion: Pros and Cons (25 minutes)

Review of Handout 9.1. Distress Tolerance: Pros and Cons (5 minutes)

Instruct students to turn to Handout 9.1. Say:

This version of pros and cons can be used when you are deciding between two courses of 
action, or trying to resist a powerful urge to engage in a destructive behavior. Either you 
can write this out when the situation comes up, or, if it is a problem behavior that you have 
been working on stopping, you can write out your pros and cons ahead of time and have 
the list handy to pull out the next time an urge hits to engage in the problem behavior. It 
can serve as a reminder for all of the reasons that you do not want to engage in it.

Highlight that this version of a pros-and-cons list has four boxes.

Completing a pros‑and‑cons list is an example of dialectics: That is, there can be pros as 
well as cons to both of the courses of action you are considering. There are some pros to 
your problem behavior; otherwise you would not do it. The key here is that once we have 
listed all of the pros and cons of both acting on an urge and not acting on an urge we then 
go back and make a decision in wise mind. At times the pros of engaging in a behavior 
may have a longer list than the cons of not acting on it. When this occurs, it is important 
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that we don’t weigh each item with equal importance and that we understand whether 
each item is a short‑ or long‑term consequence. Once we do this, wise mind will help us 
to make the decision.

ClASS ExErCISE: CoMPlETIng A ProS‑AnD‑ConS lIST 
(20 MInuTES)

Draw the pros-and-cons grid on the board. Figures L9.1 and L9.2 are two examples of pros-
and-cons lists. One is for using drugs at a party; the second is for posting revealing pictures of 
oneself on social media. You may choose which example to use with your class. Tell students:

We are going to discuss the urge to [use drugs at a party] [post revealing pictures or sexu‑
ally explicit pictures of yourself on social media] and create a list of pros and cons for this 
behavior.

Elicit responses from the class. Be sure to focus on both short-term and long-term goals. 
(These are designated in Figures L9.1 and L9.2 with the abbreviations ST and LT.) Explain:

The pros and cons can be either short‑term or long‑term consequences. Often the short‑
term consequences are more attractive or tempting than the long‑term ones. However, 
the long‑term ones are the goals we are striving toward— the exact reasons why we are 
learning to tolerate our distress. For example, having fun with your friends for one night 
is enjoyable in the short term, but not studying for tomorrow’s test and failing it will have 
long‑term repercussions on your ability to play in the next game or to pass the course.

Once the pros-and-cons list on the board is completed, discuss with students what a wise 
mind decision would be.

Finally, it is important for us to go back and to evaluate the facts about or validity of 
each of the pros and cons. Sometimes you may identify a consequence that is actually 
not true and may be emotion‑ based. For instance, if you are debating whether or not to 
sleep late instead of getting up early to exercise, you may think, “If I skip waking up early 
to exercise before school, I will have more energy to get through the day.” The reality of 
this statement is that if one does exercise in the morning, it often increases one’s energy 
throughout the day, and not exercising in the morning may decrease one’s energy for the 
day. Let’s look back at our list and see if we need to check the facts about any of our 
pros and cons.

You can use one of these examples, depending on whether you have used the sample list in 
Figure L9.1 or Figure L9.2:

Pros: “It’s the only way to have fun.” Check the facts: Have you ever had fun with friends 
before without using drugs?

Pros: “Only my friends will see the pictures, and I trust their feedback.” Check the facts: 
You can’t control what happens to a picture once it is posted or texted.
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fIGure l9.1. Example of a pros-and-cons list for using drugs at a party. (ST, short-term conse-
quence; LT, long-term consequence.)

fIGure l9.2. Example of a pros-and-cons list for posting pictures of oneself on social media. (ST, 
short-term consequence; LT, long-term consequence.)

Pros Cons

Acting on 
crisis urges

Pros of using drugs

1. Fitting in (ST)
2. It’s the only way to have fun (ST)
3. Decreased anxiety (ST)

Cons of using drugs

1. Getting sick (hangover, ER) (ST)
2. Getting in trouble (parents, law, school) 

(LT)
3. Drug and alcohol treatment (LT)
4. Acting foolishly (ST)
5. Acting against values (LT)
6. Losing trust of parents (LT)
7. Losing nonusing friends (LT)
8. Spending lots of money (ST, LT)

Resisting 
crisis urges

Pros of not using drugs

1. Self-respect (LT)
2. Maintaining trust (LT)
3. Being responsible
4. No consequences from parents (LT)
5. No worry of getting caught (LT)
6. Role modeling to younger siblings (LT)
7. Saving money (LT, ST)
8. Being able to study for tomorrow’s test 

(ST)

Cons of not using drugs

1. Being boring (ST)
2. Others might have negative judgments 

(ST)
3. Guilty by association anyway (ST)
4. Friends might reject me or tease me 

(ST, LT)

Pros Cons

Acting on 
crisis urges

Pros of posting pictures

1. I get more attention, “likes” (ST)
2. It’s fun (ST)
3. I feel good about myself (ST)
4. More people talk to me and want to 

hang out with me (ST)
5. Only my friends will see the pictures, 

and I trust their feedback

Cons of posting pictures

1. People might say mean things, call me 
names (ST)

2. Getting in trouble (parents, school) (LT)
3. Looking foolish (ST)
4. Losing trust of parents (LT)
5. Losing friends (LT)
6. People might try to use me (ST, LT)
7. Feeling worse about myself (LT)
8. I can’t control who sees the pictures 

(ST, LT)

Resisting 
crisis urges

Pros of not posting pictures

1. Self-respect (LT)
2. Maintaining trust (LT)
3. Being responsible
4. No consequences from parents (LT)
5. No worry of getting caught (LT)
6. Role modeling to younger siblings (LT)
7. I won’t have to wonder if someone is 

being my friend just because of my 
pictures (LT)

Cons of not posting pictures

1. My friends don’t say nice things about 
me (ST)

2. Feeling alone (ST)
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Highlight:

Just because your pros‑and‑cons list may favor [not using drugs] [not posting pictures on 
social media], this does not mean that acting in wise mind will be easy. Once you have 
made your wise mind decision, you may need to employ other skills to help you tolerate 
not doing the behavior.

If time allows, engage the class in another pros-and-cons exercise, using an example gen-
erated by one of the students. Have one to four students come up to the board and fill in one of 
the quadrants in the pros-and-cons grid, as the class generates pros and cons for the behavior.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Congratulate the students for their hard work and coming up with such great examples and 
participating in class today. Ask for a volunteer to briefly review the main points of pros and 
cons. The review should include these points:

•	 Pros and cons of engaging in a behavior and of not engaging in the behavior should be 
included in each list.

•	 It is important to identify both short- and long-term consequences. Often short-term 
consequences are more powerful, but we want to keep our eye on long-term goals.

•	 It is also important to check the validity of each of our pros and cons.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 9.2. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Pros and Cons

Distribute extra copies of Homework 9.2. Tell students that their homework assignment will 
be to complete at least one copy of Homework 9.2 for one of their own target behaviors. 
Remind them that they should use a behavior that they are committed to stopping, and that 
they should keep in mind both their long-term and short-term goals. Add these instructions:

If the behavior that you want to change is one of the behaviors that we talked about on 
the first day that we don’t discuss in class, then complete the pros‑and‑cons sheet for that 
behavior because that is important. On one of the extra worksheets provided, complete a 
different set of pros and cons for a behavior that would be appropriate to share in class.

Remember that when you create your own pros‑and‑cons sheet for a problem behav‑
ior ahead of time, it can then be used to resist the problem behavior or urge when you are 
in emotion mind. Just like your list of the ACCEPTS skills, you want to have this pros‑and‑
cons list handy for when the urge hits.

Review the homework sheet and ask if there are any questions.
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Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned pros and 
cons, and that when they practice this skill for homework, they are to circle the days and rate 
the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that they have been 
taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Today’s lesson begins the second part of the Distress Tolerance module: the skills for accept-
ing reality. Whereas the crisis survival skills focus on tolerating distress in the short term for 
problems that cannot be solved right now, the reality acceptance skills focus on tolerating 
distress for problems that cannot be solved in the long term— either because they occurred 
in the past and cannot be changed or because they are off in the future and cannot be solved 
right now. The focus is on helping individuals to accept the world and themselves as they are. 
Suffering comes from nonacceptance of reality, so using the specific skill of radical accep-
tance is the way out of suffering. In today’s lesson, students will identify something that they 
need to practice radical acceptance of in their life.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Pain is inevitable, but suffering is optional.
2. Accepting reality through radical acceptance— complete and total acceptance with the 

mind, body, and heart—can alleviate suffering.
3. Accepting reality also requires a willingness to accept; turning the mind in the direction 

of acceptance, sometimes over and over again; and mindfulness of current thoughts.
4. Acceptance does not mean approval or passivity.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 10.1. Distress Tolerance: Overview of Reality Acceptance Skills
•	 Handout 10.2. Distress Tolerance: Accepting Reality

leSSon 10

Distress Tolerance
Introduction to Reality Acceptance Skills, 

and Radical Acceptance
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•	 Handout 10.3. Distress Tolerance: Radical Acceptance, Step by Step
•	 Homework 10.4. Distress Tolerance: Choosing Things for Radical Acceptance Practice

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to be distributed at the end of class. If possible, 

highlight the “Radical acceptance” skill.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, so that students are able to see each other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: Standing on one leg (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 9.2. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Pros and Cons
�{ Sharing with class
�{ Sharing with partners

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (5 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 10.1. Distress Tolerance: Overview of Reality Acceptance Skills
�� What is the difference between crisis survival and reality acceptance skills?
�� Generate an example of something you need to radically accept.

•	 Discussion: Reality acceptance skills and radical acceptance (25 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 10.2. Distress Tolerance: Accepting Reality (8 minutes)
�{ Brief review of four solutions to any problem.
�{ Suffering = pain + nonacceptance.
�{ Accepting facts of the past and present moments, but not the future.
�{ Awareness, acceptance, action.

�� Class exercise: Practicing Radical Acceptance 10.4 (7 minutes)
�{ Use Homework 10.4. Distress Tolerance: Choosing Things for Radical Acceptance 
Practice.
�{ Identify items you need to radically accept.

�� Class exercise: Small-group discussion of Handout 10.3 (10 minutes)
�{ Discuss 10 steps of practicing radical acceptance.
�{ Determine two steps to use over the next week.

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� Radical acceptance is for problems that cannot be solved in the long term.
�� Nonacceptance of reality turns pain into suffering.
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•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 10.4. Distress Tolerance: Choosing Things for Radical Acceptance Practice
�{ Practice at least two steps in radical acceptance.

�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: Standing on One Leg (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and introduce the exercise. Explain:

Today we are going to begin with a mindfulness activity that involves the skill of participa‑
tion. We are going to practice mindfully standing on one leg. You will need to pay attention 
to your balance and throw yourself fully into standing on one leg. Find a place on the floor 
about 5–6 inches in front of you where you can gently hold your gaze during the practice. 
Practice being aware of the position of your body, the sensations in your leg, and any urges 
that you might have, while focusing on your balancing. If you notice your mind starting 
to drift to other thoughts, or if you start to have judgments, gently bring yourself back to 
standing on one leg. If you feel like you are going to fall, go ahead and put your hand on 
your desk to steady yourself. If you do fall, put a hand down, or put a leg down, just notice 
it without judgment, and return to standing on one leg when you are able.

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand in a mindful position, the way I just described. 
When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to 
begin the practice by lifting one leg. As usual, I’ll say, “Stop,” to end.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand in the mindful position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Lift one leg and begin the 
practice.

Have the students do the exercise for 1 minute, and then say, “Stop,” to end the practice.

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Highlight:

You had to be very mindful while maintaining your balance. If your mind were to drift to 
other thoughts or judgments, you would be out of the present moment of standing on one 
leg and could potentially lose your balance and fall. That is a key to mindfulness: maintain‑
ing your stance in the present moment.
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Have students share their observations of the mindfulness exercise. Provide feedback about 
observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something that a student 
can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed starting to fall when my thoughts 
were not focused on my body, I noticed stopping with each pause, I noticed a thought about 
how this was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I 
noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this could be 
helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so 
had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 9.2. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Pros and Cons

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Begin by briefly reviewing one Homework 9.2 example of completing a pros-and-cons list 
with the entire class. As you review the list, be sure to highlight the use of all four quadrants, 
short- and long-term consequences, and checking the facts or validity of the items. Invite the 
entire class to add further pros and cons to the list.

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS

Divide the students into pairs. Instruct each student in each pair to read to the other what 
the problem behavior is and then share the pros-and-cons list. (Remind the students that they 
should be discussing their class- appropriate pros-and-cons lists.) In addition, have the part-
ners briefly discuss with each other any other skills they used that week that they may need 
help with.

Walk around listening as the dyads talk about their lists. Make sure that each list was 
filled out correctly, as well as that the pros for resisting crisis urges and the cons for acting on 
crisis urges are greater than the cons for resisting crisis urges and the pros for acting on them. 
Encourage students to discuss the difference between short- and long-term consequences, as 
well as to challenge any items that may not be valid. Check with students to ask whether they 
used their pros-and-cons lists, and, if so, whether they were effective.

Encourage students to keep their lists in an easily accessible place, especially if they have 
written pros and cons for avoiding problem behaviors they typically engage in. Some trouble-
shooting may be necessary to make sure that the students will in fact keep their lists in their 
designated places.

Follow up on any students who did not complete the homework, and briefly problem- 
solve what interfered with the homework completion.

Diary Cards

As usual, ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. 
If you are not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to 
each student over the course of several lessons.
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Introduction of Main Ideas (5 minutes)

Review of Handout 10.1. Distress Tolerance: Overview of Reality 
Acceptance Skills

Begin by pointing out that Handout 10.1 simply lists the skills the class will learn in the next 
few weeks and that you will not be teaching all of the skills here and now. Then say:

We have now completed the crisis survival skills in the Distress Tolerance module, and we 
are moving into the reality acceptance skills. Who can remind us what the difference is 
between crisis survival and reality acceptance skills?

Elicit (or give) this answer: Crisis survival skills are used to tolerate short-term problems that 
can’t be solved right now. Reality acceptance skills are used to tolerate long-term problems— 
ones that either occurred in the past or are in the future and cannot be solved. Then go on:

These are the skills for recognizing and accepting reality when problems occur that we 
cannot solve, and these problems cause pain. These skills are designed to help you work 
with your life/reality instead of against it. Although you can use these skills in a crisis, they 
are mainly skills to help with problems you cannot solve in the long term.

Refer to Handout 10.1:

There are four reality acceptance skills: radical acceptance, turning the mind, willingness, 
and mindfulness of current thoughts. Today we are going to focus on learning the skill of 
radical acceptance.

Ask students to start thinking about things in their own lives that they think are unfair or 
painful, but that they must accept. Provide examples such as these:

•	 Your GPA falls below 2.0, and now you cannot play in the next game.

•	 Your ex‑ boyfriend/ex‑ girlfriend is dating someone else.

Give the students about 1 minute to identify and write down something they need to radically 
accept in their lives. Then tell the class:

As we go through and learn the skills of accepting reality, I want you to keep your example 
in mind to see if it fits our definition of acceptance or how you might need to change it.

Discussion: Reality Acceptance Skills and Radical Acceptance 
(25 minutes)

Review of Handout 10.2. Distress Tolerance: Accepting Reality (8 minutes)

Write on the board the four solutions to any problem:

•	 Solve the problem.
•	 Change how you feel.
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•	 Accept it.
•	 Stay miserable (or possibly make things worse).

Then say:

During the first lesson, we discussed these four solutions to any problem. Today we are 
going to focus on accepting the problem or accepting reality by using radical acceptance. 
When we get to the emotion regulation skills, we will focus on solving the problem and 
changing how we feel about the problem.

Continue:

Reality is “what is.” Everything is caused, and pain is inevitable in our lives. Cause and 
effect are the rules of the universe; everything should be as it is, because everything is 
caused. If we want to change an effect, we have to change the cause. We have to accept 
what we cannot change in this moment.

Ask students to read the points in Handout 10.2 under “Radical Acceptance.” Then dis-
cuss the following examples.

First, let’s say you are at track practice before a big meet and you twist your ankle. You 
refuse to accept that you are injured and you keep practicing, but the more you run, the 
more your ankle hurts. Radical acceptance is fully and completely accepting the reality 
that you have a hurt ankle and are going to need to rest it and that you will not be able 
to run in tomorrow’s meet. Nonacceptance or rejecting reality is likely to be experienced 
through anger and blaming someone (including possibly yourself) or something for caus‑
ing you to hurt your ankle. You may be also judging yourself or others by calling yourself 
stupid or an idiot for not watching where you were going. Nonacceptance is saying things 
like “This shouldn’t have happened. I should be able to run.” How do you think you would 
feel if you were saying these things to yourself?

Allow students to answer. Then go on:

In this example, radical acceptance is completely and totally accepting the facts of the 
reality that regardless of what caused you to hurt your ankle, your ankle is hurt; it hurts 
even to walk; and you will not be able to compete in tomorrow’s meet. It is likely that sad‑
ness or other painful emotions may arise once you reach acceptance. But when those 
emotions do arise, you can validate your emotions and allow yourself to feel them and then 
let them go. Acceptance turns suffering you can’t cope with into pain you can cope with; 
it can help you to acknowledge, recognize, and endure. If you don’t reach acceptance, the 
emotions will keep growing and growing and make things more difficult for you, and you 
begin to suffer.

On the board, write this equation: “Suffering = Pain + Nonacceptance.” Say:
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Another way to think about this equation is through this statement: “Pain is inevitable, 
but suffering is optional.” The way to stop suffering is through acceptance of the pain or 
reality.

Let’s look at another example of radical acceptance: having to accept the fact of a 
breakup when the person you liked has moved on to someone else. Nonacceptance of the 
fact— writing letters, stalking the person on social media, or otherwise acting from emo-
tion mind to get the person back—only leads to suffering. Once you accept the breakup, 
the pain will still be there, but it will just be pain—pain without suffering.

Continue:

Radical acceptance is acknowledging real life rather than rejecting it. It is accepting the 
things that we cannot change in life. With acceptance, we can turn suffering into pain you 
can manage. Once we get to the emotion regulation skills, you will learn how to experience 
painful emotions or change them if you want.

Radical acceptance is completely and fully accepting the facts of the present moment 
and the past; it is also knowing that the future does not yet exist, and is therefore not a 
fact we have to accept. For instance, you don’t have to accept that you will never have a 
boyfriend or girlfriend or never get into college; those are thoughts, not facts. You may 
need to accept in the present moment that you don’t have a boyfriend or girlfriend, or 
accept facts about the past, such as that you failed biology last year, and this may hurt 
your chances of getting into a top- ranked college. This allows you to acknowledge your 
current pain and endure it until you are able to let it go.

Write “Awareness, Acceptance, and Action” on the board as steps to change. Then go on:

Refusing to accept reality does not make things simply go away. First you must be Aware 
of the problem; then you Accept the reality of the problem; and that must occur before 
Actions, such as problem solving or grieving, can occur. If you continue to reject reality, it 
will continue to cause suffering and haunt you. Think of this as the triple- A model: Aware-
ness, Acceptance, Action.

Further, radical acceptance is not approval. Accepting something does not mean 
that you like it or that you are giving in. It is also not passivity, helplessness, or weakness; 
accepting something does not mean that you do not try to change it. Remember, pain is 
inevitable, but suffering is optional. We will all have pain in our lives. It is how we manage 
the pain that is important.

Class ExErCisE: PraCtiCing radiCal aCCEPtanCE  
(7 minutEs)

Have students take out Homework 10.4. Distress Tolerance: Choosing Things for Radical 
Acceptance Practice. They will continue to complete this sheet for homework as well. Ask:

Think about the example you came up with at the beginning of class. How does what you 
thought you needed to accept now fit with our definition of radical acceptance?
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Then explain:

We are going to use this worksheet both now and as part of your homework to determine 
two very important things and two less important things you need to practice radically 
accepting. Determine now whether the thing you wrote down at the beginning of class is 
a very important thing or a less important thing, and write it down in the section for either 
the first or second step.

Next, have everyone start Step 1 on Homework 10.4 (identifying two very important 
things to accept right now, and then rating current acceptance of these things on the 0–5 
scale in the handout). Then have everyone start Step 2 (identifying two less important things 
to accept this week, and again rating current acceptance of those things on the 0–5 scale). Ask 
for a student or two to share a class- appropriate example.

Finally, have students start Step 3 (going back and checking the facts of their problems, as 
well as checking that they are not judgments and represent reality). Again, ask a few students 
to share examples with the class and provide feedback regarding judgments and reality.

Students will complete Steps 4–6 of Homework 10.4 as their homework for practicing 
radical acceptance. Step 5 lists several ways in which students can practice radical acceptance 
of something. (Note that the skill of opposite action will be taught during the Emotion Regu-
lation module. Many of the other points focus on mindfully observing.)

ClASS ExErCISE: SMAll‑grouP DISCuSSIon oF hAnDouT 10.3 (10 MInuTES)

Have students break into small groups (two to four students each), and read through Handout 
10.3. Distress Tolerance: Radical Acceptance, Step by Step. Explain:

Handout 10.3 describes a step‑by‑step plan of how to practice radical acceptance. These 
same 10 steps are listed on Homework 10.4 that we just looked at. Part of your homework 
will be to practice using some or all of these steps in order to increase your level of accep‑
tance for step 4. In groups, I want you to discuss each of the different ways to practice 
radical acceptance, and determine at least two ways in which you can practice radical 
acceptance over the next week for one of your very important items and one of the less 
important items.

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Congratulate the students for their hard work on thinking through such a big topic.
Review, and ask students to describe, radical acceptance. The following points should be 

covered:

•	 Radical acceptance is for problems that cannot be solved in the long term.
•	 Denying reality will not change reality. Changing reality requires first accepting the 

facts of reality.
•	 Pain is a part of reality that cannot always be prevented.
•	 Nonacceptance of reality turns pain into suffering.
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Ask the students whether they have any questions.

Homework Assignment(3 minutes)

Homework 10.4. Distress Tolerance: Choosing Things for Radical 
Acceptance Practice

Some of this homework sheet will already have been completed in class. The primary home-
work is for students to practice radically accepting the two things identified earlier and com-
pleting the worksheet. Read through the entire sheet to ensure clarity, and ask whether there 
are any questions.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned radical 
acceptance, and that when they practice this skill for their homework, they are to circle the 
days and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that they 
have been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Today’s lesson focuses on the reality acceptance skills of turning the mind and willingness. 
Turning the mind is based on the awareness that radical acceptance is a choice that we some-
times must make over and over again. Just because we have radically accepted something 
one time, this does not mean that we will have accepted it forever. The skill of willingness is 
similar to the practice of effectiveness from the mindfulness “how” skills. Making a choice to 
approach something with willingness over willfulness can be a difficult skill at times. Willing-
ness includes choosing to be active and effective when responding to the reality of our lives. 
Willfulness is the opposite: It is choosing to sit on our hands or dig in our heels to be right 
rather than effective. Students will also engage in a class exercise where they develop short 
skits to demonstrate the use of these skills.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Accepting reality requires choosing to accept and turning the mind in the direction of 
acceptance (sometimes over and over again).

2. Accepting reality through willingness is playing the cards we are dealt and doing what 
works, rather than sitting on our hands or trying to fix the situation.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 11.1. Distress Tolerance: Turning the Mind
•	 Handout 11.2. Distress Tolerance: Willingness
•	 Homework 11.3. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Turning the Mind and Willingness

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

leSSon 11

Distress Tolerance
Turning the Mind and Willingness
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3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Bowl and jellybeans for mindfulness.
5. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the “Turning the mind” and “Willingness” skills.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, so that students are able to see each other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing: Bowl of jellybeans (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 10.4. Distress Tolerance: Choosing Things for Radical Acceptance Practice
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (2 minutes)

�� Acceptance does not occur just one time, but involves turning the mind back to accep-
tance when you find yourself in nonacceptance again.
�� Willingness is doing what is needed to be effective.

•	 Discussion: Turning the mind (13 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 11.1. Distress Tolerance: Turning the Mind
�{ Three steps to turning the mind
�{ Small-group discussions
�{ Full-class discussion

•	 Discussion: Willingness (15 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 11.2. Distress Tolerance: Willingness (5 minutes)
�{ Class exercise: Small-group skits of willfulness versus willingness (10 minutes)

•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)
�� Briefly review turning the mind and willingness.

•	 Homework assignment (3 minutes)
�� Homework 11.3. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Turning the Mind and Willingness
�{ Identify a situation when you were experiencing non- acceptance and practiced turn-
ing the mind.
�{ Identify a situation when you may have been willful and used willingness to increase 
your acceptance of reality.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing: Bowl of Jellybeans (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness exercise will involve observing. Place 
in the center of your desk or table, or in a place where all students can see it, a bowl full of 
jellybeans. Depending on the classroom setup, you may need to use more than one bowl of 
jellybeans and to move students around the bowls. Explain:

Today we are going to practice observing our thoughts, urges, and possible judgments. 
I am not going to count to 3 as I usually do to start our exercise. Today I will give you a 
set of instructions as we go through the exercise. Throughout the exercise, I want you to 
observe or notice the thoughts that you have, any urges you have, and any judgments you 
may have.

First, get into our usual mindful/wide‑awake position, and be sure you can see the 
bowl of jellybeans from where you are.

Now I want you to start observing the jellybeans. Notice the colors, the shapes, and 
the sizes. Imagine what each different color tastes like. Now think about your favorite 
color. Look at a jellybean in your favorite color, and imagine what it tastes like.

Allow this for 30 seconds.

Now go ahead and pick out your two favorite jellybeans from the bowl. If someone else 
takes your jellybean before you do, or if you get the jellybean you wanted, notice the emo‑
tions, sensations, or thoughts that arise, and then let them go. Notice them and then bring 
your attention back to the jellybeans in your hand.

Observe the jellybeans in your hand. Notice any urges that you may have to eat the 
jellybeans without acting on that urge.

Allow students 30–45 seconds to observe their jellybeans.

Now pass your jellybeans to the person to your right.

After students have passed their jellybeans, continue by saying:

Now observe the jellybeans that were just passed to you, and notice any other thoughts, 
urges, sensations, or emotions that occur.

Have students observe the new jellybeans for another 45–60 seconds. Then instruct the stu-
dents to stop.
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Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Ask a few students to share their observations in the moment. In particular, ask whether any 
students had difficulty letting go of their original two jellybeans.

What emotions, urges, thoughts, or sensations did you notice arising within you? Did any‑
one have difficulty accepting that they had to let go of their original jellybeans?

Then state:

Reality acceptance doesn’t always have to be about big, huge deals in your life. It can be 
necessary to radically accept something as simple as the fact that you had to pass your 
candy that you were excited to eat to the person next to you, and maybe you ended up 
with colors that you really don’t like. Smaller things like this are also part of accepting real‑
ity.

Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of 
something that a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (.e.g., I noticed the urge 
and thought that I could quickly eat my jellybeans before passing them, I noticed stopping 
with each pause, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a 
thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I 
had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s prac-
tice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 10.4. Distress Tolerance: Choosing Things for Radical 
Acceptance Practice

ShArIng WITh ClASS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Homework 10.4. Explain:

Radical acceptance can be a difficult concept to learn, and we are going to deepen our 
understanding by hearing how you did on practicing this skill over the last week.

Have students share with the class which of the methods in Step 5 of this sheet they used to 
practice radical acceptance, and how much, if at all, their level of acceptance changed during 
the week.

Validate and reinforce each student, as appropriate:

Thank you for sharing. It sounds like you tried really hard.

Troubleshoot by eliciting more information from the students to deepen their understanding 
by asking whether they noticed a difference after practicing radical acceptance; whether it 
was difficult; and, if so, what they did to get past the difficulty. If appropriate, ask for things 
that they might do differently if they were to try this activity again.
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Diary Cards

As usual, ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. 
If you are not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to 
each student over the course of several lessons.

Introduction of Main Ideas (2 minutes)

Congratulate the class for almost finishing the Distress Tolerance module. Then say:

Today we will learn two more skills for accepting reality, and next week will be our final 
week in the Distress Tolerance module. The first skill is called turning the mind, and the 
second skill is called using willingness over willfulness.

Ask:

Do you think that if you radically accept something, then you have accepted it forever?

Allow students to respond, and then continue.

Sometimes we have to keep radically accepting the same thing over and over again. Turn‑
ing the mind will teach us how to do that. Often acceptance can come and go, and when 
we find ourselves in a place of nonacceptance, we must turn our minds back to accep‑
tance. We may recognize when we have gone back to nonacceptance— when anger or 
willfulness appear and we are rejecting reality again. Turning the mind is about choosing 
to turn back to accepting reality; it’s like making a decision when we come to a fork in the 
road. Turning the mind may need to occur once a year, once a month, once a week, once 
an hour, or 30 times a minute. We must practice being mindful to notice when nonaccep‑
tance or rejecting reality occurs.

Using willingness over willfulness is similar to practicing being effective from the mind‑
fulness “how” skills. Sometimes it is hard to be willing to do what is needed and effective. 
So we have to actively practice ungluing our feet from our position or being willful in order 
to be effective. Willingness is doing just what is needed to get through the situation.

Discussion: Turning the Mind (13 minutes)

Review of Handout 11.1. Distress Tolerance: Turning the Mind

Have students turn to Handout 11.1. Say:

Radical acceptance is a choice that is made, and turning the mind is the act of making 
that choice. It is turning your mind toward acceptance and away from rejecting reality. It 
is like coming to a fork in the road, where you have the choice between acceptance and 
nonacceptance— the acceptance road and the rejecting‑ reality road. It is your choice 
which fork to choose. The choice itself is not yet acceptance; it just turns you toward the 
path.
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SMAll‑grouP DISCuSSIonS

Have students break into small groups of two to four to discuss the steps in Handout 11.1. Say:

We are going to read the bullet points under “Turning the Mind” in Handout 11.1. These 
can be thought of as a step‑by‑step guide in how to turn the mind.

Ask a student to read one step (one bullet point) at a time. After each step, have the small 
groups discuss the points. Instruct the students:

Step 1: Step 1 is about being mindful and observing or noticing when you may not be 
accepting reality. Typical signs of nonacceptance are anger, bitterness, being judgmental 
of yourself or a situation, or using lots of “shoulds,” as in “Things should be different then 
they are.”

Step 2: Step 2 is to make an inner commitment or a wise mind decision to choose to 
accept reality completely— to turn your mind toward reality when you are at the fork in the 
road. It’s like sitting on a swivel chair and having to actively turn your mind and body toward 
acceptance. How do you access your wise mind? Do you use one of the practices from the 
mindfulness lessons? Share an example of a time when you came to a fork in the road.

Step 3: Step 3 is about recognizing that acceptance doesn’t occur just one time and 
then you are home free. Choosing to radically accept something may need to be done over 
and over again, from once a month to 30 times a minute. Also, think about what your cues 
or signs are for nonacceptance. How do you know when you are not accepting something? 
Make a plan to be on the lookout for those cues in the future. And how might you remind 
yourself to turn back to acceptance?

Have the students discuss in small groups as well:

Are there other times when you can recall that you were not accepting reality? Did you 
know it in the moment? Now that you are learning these skills, what could you have done 
differently?

Full‑ClASS DISCuSSIon

Discuss the students’ answers to the previous questions. Check in to see whether any students 
realized that they might have been choosing to be in nonacceptance. How might they turn to 
acceptance in the future?

Discussion: Willingness (15 minutes)

Review of Handout 11.2. Distress Tolerance: Willingness (5 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 11.2. Explain:

Denying that things are happening in your life, refusing to be part of these things, or ignor‑
ing problems do not make them go away. This is being willful. Imagine yourself standing 
in front of a pitching machine in order to stop it from throwing balls at you. Refusing to hit 



 Lesson 11 159

the balls doesn’t stop the machine from having them shoot out at you. You have to swing. 
If you don’t swing, you will get a strike; if you stand in front of the machine and tell it to 
stop, the machine will pitch the next ball anyway, and you will get hit by the ball.

Have one student read the bullet points under “Willfulness.” Then ask:

Can you give some examples of willful behavior, personal or general? Has anyone in this 
class ever been willful?

Elicit students’ examples, or give these:

•	 Digging your feet into the ground and not moving.

•	 Not being willing to listen to a friend explain his or her side of the story.

•	 Washing your parents’ car, but doing it grudgingly the whole time.

Then ask the class:

If this is willfulness, what would willingness look like?

Gather examples, and then ask one student to read the bullet points under “Replace Willful-
ness with Willingness.” After this reading, continue:

Willingness is wisely responding to what happens in life voluntarily, without complaint 
and bitterness. It is accepting “what is” and participating in it completely. Willingness 
is responding from wise mind, whereas willfulness is responding from emotion mind or 
reasonable mind. Willfulness is focused on “me” and saying “no” or “yes, but” to life’s 
situations.

We’ve all had times in life where we want to fight reality. Think about the first day back 
at school after your last break this year. I bet that when the alarm clock went off and you 
realized that your vacation was over, you put the pillow over your head and went back to 
sleep. That was willfulness— saying no to the reality of life. Willingness, on the other hand, 
would be getting up, accepting that the vacation was over, and being ready to experience 
what school had to bring.

Willingness is accepting what is and responding appropriately and effectively. It is 
doing just what is needed in the current situation or moment. It is complete openness to 
the moment. It doesn’t mean you have to like it.

Discuss ways of being able to tell willfulness from willingness. Include body differences and 
posture. Then have students fill out the questions at the bottom of Handout 11.2, and ask for 
a few volunteers to share what they wrote.

ClASS ExErCISE: SMAll‑grouP SkITS oF WIllFulnESS VErSuS WIllIngnESS 
(10 MInuTES)

Divide the class into groups of four or five. Instruct the students that each group is to come up 
with two 30-second skits involving the same scenario. The first skit is to demonstrate willful-
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ness, and the second, willingness. The students are to come up with their own appropriate 
scenarios. They can use examples similar to the ones already discussed. Remind them that 
class is almost over, so everyone has to come up with their skits in 3–4 minutes.

After 3–4 minutes, have the groups each act out their two skits without stating which one 
is willingness and which is willfullness. Ask students to identify which skit is which. Provide 
feedback as needed about what they did well and what corrections (if any) might be needed.

Encourage students to continue actively practicing the skills of turning the mind and 
willingness and to be mindful of when they are engaging in willful behavior. As the teacher, 
you may now also identify and ask about when you suspect willful behavior on the part of the 
students (e.g., “Is it possible that you are being willful right now?”).

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Congratulate the students for their hard work in thinking through some tough topics, both 
today and over the course of this module. Then ask for volunteers to review briefly what turn-
ing the mind and willingness mean.

•	 Turning the mind: Making the choice of acceptance when we come to a fork in the 
road.

•	 Willingness: Choosing to be effective and do what is needed; the opposite of willful-
ness.

Ask the students whether they have any questions.

Homework Assignment (3 minutes)

Homework 11.3. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Turning the Mind 
and Willingness

Review this homework sheet with the students, making sure that it is clear to them. Explain:

You are to identify a time over the coming week when you are experiencing nonaccep‑
tance and use the steps to practice turning your mind toward acceptance. You will also 
identify and describe a time when you practice willingness over the week.

Remind the students that next week they will finish the Distress Tolerance module (and that 
the module test also will be next week, if the test is given). As preparation for the test, they 
should review all of their handouts and notes for the Mindfulness and Distress Tolerance 
modules since the test also includes a few questions on the core mindfulness skills.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned turning the 
mind and willingness, and that when they practice these skills for homework, they are to 
circle the days and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills 
that they have been taught).
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Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

The final skill of the Distress Tolerance module is mindfulness of current thoughts. This skill 
is the method by which we can act and feel separately from our thoughts. Mindfulness of 
current thoughts is the opposite of trying to change thoughts; it is about allowing thoughts to 
come in and go out without holding on to them. Mindfulness of current thoughts includes the 
practice of observing, as well as the skill of labeling a thought as just a thought (which may be 
a fact or may not be). Through observing our thoughts, we gain distance from them and can 
watch them come and go, without holding on to them or believing that they must be true. The 
module test can be given during the second half of today’s class. If you choose not to give the 
test within this lesson, then there are additional teaching points and exercises to strengthen 
this skill.

The test allows students to demonstrate what they have learned in the Distress Tolerance 
module, and enables you to assess for any areas of weakness that may need further review.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Through mindfulness of current thoughts, we can allow our thoughts to be just thoughts, 
rather than holding on to them or suppressing them and treating all thoughts as facts.

2. The test is used to examine students’ knowledge and understanding of the different dis-
tress tolerance skills (as well as the core mindfulness skills).

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 12.1. Distress Tolerance: Mindfulness of Current Thoughts, Step by Step

leSSon 12

Distress Tolerance
Mindfulness of Current Thoughts 

(and Distress Tolerance Test)
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•	 Handout 12.2. Distress Tolerance: Ways to Practice Mindfulness of Current Thoughts
•	 Homework 12.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Mindfulness of Current Thoughts

2. Distress Tolerance Test, if the test is being administered within this lesson (make enough 
copies for the whole class).

3. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

4. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
5. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the “Mindfulness of current thoughts” skill.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. If you are not giving the Distress Tolerance Test today, arrange desks, if possible, so that 

students are able to see each other.
3. If you are giving the test today, arrange desks as usual for taking exams.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing: Counting one breath (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes; 6 minutes if administering test today)
�� Homework 11.3. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Turning the Mind and Willingness
�{ Sharing with class
�{ Diary cards

•	 Introduction of main ideas (3 minutes)
�� Boat on a river metaphor

•	 Discussion: Mindfulness of current thoughts (10 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 12.1. Distress Tolerance: Mindfulness of Current Thoughts, Step by 

Step
�{ Observe your thoughts.
�{ Adopt a curious mind.
�{ Remember: You are not your thoughts.
�{ Don’t block or suppress thoughts.

•	 (If not giving the test today:)
�� Review of Handout 12.2. Distress Tolerance: Ways to Practice Mindfulness of Current 

Thoughts (15 minutes)
�� Module and test review (5 minutes)
�� Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�{ Homework 12.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Mindfulness of Current Thoughts
�� Practice observing and describing thoughts each day.

�{ Diary cards
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•	 (If giving the test today:)
�� Homework assignment (1 minute)
�{ Homework 12.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Mindfulness of Current Thoughts
�� Practice observing and describing thoughts each day.

�{ Diary cards
�� Module and test review (5 minutes)
�� Administration of test (20 minutes)

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing: Counting One Breath (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and introduce the mindfulness exercise. Explain:

Today we are going to practice observing and practicing our breath again. In past exer‑
cises, we have simply observed our breath, or we have observed our breath and counted 
to 10 repeatedly. Today we are going to focus on noticing just one breath at a time and 
letting each breath go, just as we practice letting each moment go. We are going to 
count our breath because focusing on our bodily sensations helps anchor us in the pres‑
ent moment. Remember, since we always have our breath with us, it is something we can 
always use as a focusing point.

Continue:

For this practice, we are going to observe our inhale and count to 1 on the exhale. On 
the next breath, we will observe the inhale again, and then count to 1 on the exhale. We 
are only focusing on counting to 1, for just this one breath, just this one moment. If you 
notice that all of a sudden you are at 2, 5, or 9, just notice it, let it go, and return to 1. If 
you notice that your mind is drifting away from your breathing, notice it, and gently bring 
your attention back to your breath and counting. If you find yourself having judgmental 
thoughts, notice them, let them go, and return to your breath. If you notice any urges to 
move other than blinking or swallowing, notice each urge without acting on it, and return 
your focus to your breath.

Go on:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful/wide‑awake position we have often 
used before. This means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, and putting 
our hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will keep our eyes open, but with a soft gaze, 
which means looking forward and down but at nothing in particular. We don’t always want 
to practice mindfulness with our eyes closed because we don’t live our lives with our eyes 
always closed. When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s 
the signal to begin the practice. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the practice.
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Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Have students do the exercise for 2 minutes, and then say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Ask some students to share one observation of their experience of the exercise. (Depending 
on the number of students in class, you may not be able to call on each student every time.) 
Ask whether any students lost track of their counting; if so, how often? Provide feedback about 
observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can 
observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed the urge and thought to count past 1, I 
noticed stopping with each pause, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last 
week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to 
other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked 
last week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Finally, for this exercise, emphasize the importance of catching distractions:

Remember, it is just as important for us to notice when we are distracted as it is to stay 
focused on counting our breath. By noticing when we are distracted and bringing our 
attention back to our breath, we are strengthening our “observing muscles.” This is impor‑
tant because when we are in emotion mind, we need to notice this in order to get back to 
wise mind. When we are daydreaming in class and not paying attention to the lecture, we 
want to recognize or observe that we are daydreaming, so we can bring our attention back 
to the present moment. Over time and with a lot of practice, these skills will get stronger.

Homework Review (6 minutes if administering test;  
10 minutes if not administering test)

Homework 11.3. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Turning the Mind 
and Willingness

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Homework 11.3. Ask some students to 
describe how they practiced turning the mind and using willingness over willfulness. Did 
they all notice a time during the week when they had to make a choice between acceptance 
and nonacceptance?

Diary Cards

As usual, ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. 
If you are not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to 
each student over the course of several lessons.
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Introduction of Main Ideas (3 minutes)

Explain:

Today is the last day we will be working on the distress tolerance skills. Nice work!
Today’s skill is called mindfulness of current thoughts. This skill will help us to notice 

and react to our thoughts as just thoughts. Do you ever notice that sometimes you can get 
caught up in your thoughts, and then your thoughts start spiraling into bigger thoughts 
and may even begin to start causing the intensity of your emotions to increase? We are 
going to work on stopping that.

Introduce this metaphor:

Imagine you are sitting on a large and beautiful riverbank. Coming down the river is a 
boat. And on that boat are all of your thoughts, emotions, sensations, and urges. You 
have two choices: You can jump in the water, swim out to the boat, climb aboard, and 
go down the river with all of your thoughts, emotions, sensations, and urges. Or you can 
simply remain on the riverbank and watch the boat go down the river until it is out of sight. 
Which choice would you make?

Allow students to discuss this question for 2 minutes. Then say:

Through mindfulness of current thoughts, you are allowing your thoughts to come and go 
rather than suppressing them or holding on to them.

Discussion: Mindfulness of Current Thoughts  
(10 minutes)

Review of Handout 12.1. Distress Tolerance:  
Mindfulness of Current Thoughts, Step by Step

Have the students turn to Handout 12.1. Explain:

Mindfulness of current thoughts can also be thought of as “allowing the mind.” By this, we 
mean allowing the mind to do what it does— generate thoughts from continuous firings 
of our brain cells. Have you ever tried not to think about something, such as flying pink 
elephants? What probably happens is that you keep thinking about flying pink elephants. 
As another one of our reality acceptance skills, we are going to practice being mindful 
of our current thoughts by simply letting them come in and go out, without holding on to 
them and without pushing them away.

This skill is different from the emotion regulation skill of checking the facts, which we 
will learn later. This skill is about building a new relationship with our thoughts, rather than 
reacting to every thought we have or trying to stop or suppress our thoughts; we are going 
to practice allowing our thoughts just to come and go as they please. In some ways, we 
can think of it as taking away the power of our thoughts, and acknowledging them as just 
words or images passing over a screen in our minds.
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As we discussed during the Mindfulness module, you are not your thoughts. Thoughts 
are just thoughts, and often thoughts are not even the facts of the situation. A good way 
to think about this is with the sentence “Just because I think it, this doesn’t mean that it’s 
true.”

Write this sentence on the board: “Just because I think it, this doesn’t mean that it’s true.” 
Students can also change this statement into “Just because someone said it, this doesn’t mean 
that it’s true.” This is effective for countering the judgments that they make of themselves, or 
that they think others are making of them. Both sentences may help students to detach them-
selves from their thoughts if they learn that a thought is simply a thought and not all thoughts 
are facts.

The boxes in Handout 12.1 present four steps to practicing mindfulness of current 
thoughts. Go around the room and have a different student read each box.

oBSErVE your ThoughTS

Explain:

This is the same observing skill we learned during the Mindfulness module— noticing the 
thought and allowing it to move on.

Ask:

Why would we want to detach or push away our thoughts?

Allow students to generate answers. Then say:

Because our thoughts can take control of our minds. We will all have painful and distress‑
ing thoughts; the goal is not to let those thoughts cause us to suffer or lose control. The 
goal of observing a thought is not to change the thought; it is simply to change our reac‑
tion to the thought. By acknowledging the presence of the thought, we can choose to 
validate that it is there, without validating the content of the thought. Imagine sitting at 
the edge of the ocean and just allowing your thoughts to wash over you and wash away, 
just like a wave coming and going.

ADoPT A CurIouS MInD

Explain:

Rather than completely believing every thought that comes into your mind, assess where 
the thought comes from and where it goes. Track the path of your thoughts. Notice how 
one thought can lead to another and then another. Become an objective bystander watch‑
ing your thoughts as if they are going across an electronic billboard— wondering what will 
come next, and noticing how quickly the last one is gone. Practice being nonjudgmental 
of your thoughts.
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rEMEMBEr: you ArE noT your ThoughTS

A thought is only a thought, a firing of the brain cells. You do not have to act on every 
thought your brain produces. Imagine what that would be like if you did. Have you ever 
had a thought that you just noticed and then let go? Some thoughts are harder than oth‑
ers to do this with, but with practice it will become easier.

Don’T BloCk or SuPPrESS ThoughTS

Just like trying not to think about flying pink elephants, it is really hard to suppress or block 
our thoughts from coming into our minds. Practice playing with your thoughts. Sing them 
to the tune of “The Star‑ Spangled Banner,” “Happy Birthday to You,” “Twinkle, Twinkle, 
Little Star,” or any other favorite song. When we see words as just words or thoughts as 
simply firings of the brain cells, they can become meaningless and create only the impact 
we allow them to.

This skill is truly about building a new relationship with your thoughts— allowing them 
to come and go. This is a way to decease the suffering that may come with holding on to 
our thoughts and stewing over them.

Now have students turn to Handout 12.2. Distress Tolerance: Ways to Practice Mindful-
ness of Current Thoughts. Tell students they can use this handout for ideas about practic-
ing mindfulness of current thoughts. For homework, they should read through this handout 
and then complete Homework 12.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Mindfulness of Current 
Thoughts.

If you are giving the Distress Tolerance Test today to students, assign the homework 
now, and then move to module review and the test for the remainder of the class. If you are 
not giving the test today, you may choose to spend more time on reviewing and practicing 
mindfulness of current thoughts, as described below (and reviewing the entire module, if time 
permits). If you are giving the test today, skip to page 170 at the end of this lesson. If you are 
not giving the test, continue:

Review of Handout 12.2. Distress Tolerance: Ways to Practice Mindfulness 
of Current Thoughts (15 minutes)

Explain:

There are multiple ways to practice allowing your thoughts to come and go or to stop 
reacting to our thoughts. Handout 12.2 describes many of these.

Ask one student to read the first section of the handout (about practicing by using words 
and voice tone). Say:

We often have emotional responses to our thoughts. Our goal is to change how we react 
to those thoughts by seeing them as just thoughts or images. One way to do this is by say‑
ing the word over and over again until it is just a sound.
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ClASS ExErCISE

Tell students:

We are going to start practicing this by saying the word “fat.” This word has a lot of judg‑
ments attached to it in our society, and when we think it, we often start down a long path 
of other judgments about ourselves or others.

When I tell you to begin, we are simply going to start saying the word “fat” over and 
over again for about 1 minute. You can’t stop until I say to stop. Feel free to change the 
speed in which you say it or your voice tone as you go along. Ready, begin: “FAT FAT FAT 
FAT FAT FAT FAT . . . ”

Stop after 1 minute. Ask:

What did you notice during that exercise?

Elicit responses. Then say:

Eventually it just becomes a sound. Another way is to sing the thought/phrase out loud to 
the tune of a song, such as “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” or “The Star‑ Spangled Banner.”

Have another student read through the second section of Handout 12.2 (about practic-
ing with opposite action). Then have students think about what thoughts get in the way of 
their doing things, such as “I can’t wear that type of shirt because I will look funny in it,” or 
“I am stupid, so I cannot answer questions in class.” Have them write down those thoughts 
on the handout (under item 4), and imagine what it would be like if they didn’t believe those 
thoughts. Allow 2–3 minutes for this exercise, and then ask students to share their thoughts 
and what they imagined would be different if they didn’t believe all of their thoughts.

Now explain:

The final two sections of Handout 12.2 are examples of mindfulness practices: observing 
thoughts and describing thoughts through imagery.

Have another student read through the third section of the handout (about practicing by 
observing thoughts). Then say:

Rather than judging our thoughts or letting them take control of where our mind goes, you 
can practice commenting on your thoughts as they come into your awareness.

ClASS ExErCISE

Tell students:

For the next minute, we are going to simply practice saying to ourselves each time we 
have a thought, regardless of what the thought is about, “A thought came into my mind,” 
or “Another thought just came into my mind.” The goal here is simply to describe each 
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thought as a thought, rather than react to its content. When I say, “Begin,” start doing 
this for 1 minute.

Say, “Begin,” and stop the class after 1 minute. Ask for observations from students.
Have another student read through the final section of Handout 12.2 (about practicing 

by imagining). Say:

This way of practicing is similar to the story I told at the beginning of this lesson about 
sitting on the riverbank. Our goal is to simply allow our mind to watch our thoughts non‑
judgmentally.

The ultimate goal with mindfulness of current thoughts is to remember that you are 
not your thoughts and that your thoughts can come and go like the wind. We want to 
practice letting them go rather than trying to push them away or hold on to them.

Homework Assignment (1 minute if administering test;  
2 minutes if not administering test)

Congratulate the students for their hard work in thinking through some tough topics over 
both today’s lesson and the course of this module. Students should read through the rest of 
Handout 12.2 if it has not been covered in class.

Homework 12.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Mindfulness 
of Current Thoughts

Tell students:

This week you are to practice observing your thoughts throughout the week at least one 
time per day, and check off which exercises you did, in order to change your relationship 
with your thoughts versus changing the thoughts themselves. In addition, you will describe 
three thoughts that you were mindful of during the week, the strategies you used, and how 
effective they were.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned mindfulness 
of current thoughts, and that when they practice these skills for homework, they are to circle 
the days and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that 
they have been taught). Remind them that they have now learned all of the mindfulness and 
distress tolerance skills.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
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them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.

Note: If you are giving the Distress Tolerance Test today, proceed as follows.

Module and (Test) Review (5 minutes)

Answer students’ questions about the skills presented in the Mindfulness and Distress Toler-
ance modules. Remind them that the next two lessons return to reviewing the core mindful-
ness skills.

Administration of Test (20 minutes)

Administer the Distress Tolerance Test.
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SummAry

Today’s class focuses mostly on reviewing and practicing the concepts of mindfulness and 
wise mind. Jon Kabat-Zinn (1994) describes mindfulness as paying attention in a particular 
way, on purpose, and in the present moment. Students will engage in an activity about gen-
erating solutions based on the different states of mind: reasonable mind, emotion mind, and 
wise mind. The purpose of this exercise is to help students practice finding wise mind solu-
tions to different dilemmas. Students will be able to work together and provide feedback and 
suggestions to each other. It is another example of how one person’s wise mind solution may 
be different from someone else’s wise mind solution.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Mindfulness is learning to be in control of your own mind.
2. There are three states of mind: reasonable mind, emotion mind, and wise mind.
3. Mindfulness skills require practice.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 3.1 Mindfulness: Taking Hold of Your Mind
•	 Handout 3.3. Mindfulness: Three States of Mind
•	 Homework 13.1. Mindfulness: Solutions Using Three States of Mind

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class.

leSSon 13

Mindfulness
Wise Mind
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PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Review Lesson 3 for complete teaching points.
3. Arrange desks, if possible, so that students are able to see each other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: The Hokey Pokey (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes; 5 minutes if time is needed for test review)
�� Homework 12.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Mindfulness of Current Thoughts
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Test review (if applicable; 5 minutes)
•	 Introduction of main ideas (5 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 3.1. Mindfulness: Taking Hold of Your Mind
�{ Goals of mindfulness
�{ Mindfulness versus mindlessness

•	 Discussion: Wise mind (25 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 3.3. Mindfulness: Three States of Mind (10 minutes)
�{ Reasonable mind
�{ Emotion mind
�{ Wise mind

�� Class exercise: Practice in using different states of mind (15 minutes)
�{ Groups of three students each
�{ Students will develop different solutions for multiple scenarios based on assigned state 
of mind.

•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)
�� Wise mind is the balanced middle path.
�� The goal is not to eliminate all reason or emotions. The key is to not let one guide all of 

your decisions at the expense of the other.
•	 Homework assignment (3 minutes)

�� Homework 13.1. Mindfulness: Solutions Using Three States of Mind
�{ Develop reasonable mind, emotion mind, and wise mind solutions for two different 
situations.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: The Hokey Pokey (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness activity will involve participating. 
Explain:

Today we are going to sing and dance for our mindfulness practice. We are going to prac‑
tice throwing ourselves completely into an activity, and being nonjudgmental of others and 
ourselves, while doing the Hokey Pokey. To do the Hokey Pokey, we will use our right and 
left arms, our right and left legs, and our whole bodies.

For students who may not know the Hokey Pokey song, read the lyrics (or write them on the 
board before class):

You put your [right hand] in,
You put your [right hand] out,
You put your [right hand] in,
And you shake it all about.
You do the Hokey Pokey,
And you turn yourself around.
That’s what it’s all about!
[Repeat with left hand, right leg, left leg, and whole body]

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand in a mindful position. Make sure there is enough 
space around you to do the Hokey Pokey. When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep 
breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to begin the practice by starting to sing. We will stop 
and sit down after we sing the final verse with “whole body.”

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand up and get in a mindful position where there is space around you to dance. 2: 
Take a deep breath. 3: Begin singing.

End the exercise after the last verse is finished.

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Ask:

What did you observe while doing the practice? Did you notice any judgments of yourself 
or others? Did those judgments stop you from throwing yourself completely into the song 
and dance?
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Have students share their observations of the mindfulness exercise. Provide feedback about 
observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can 
observe and describe nonjudgmentally(e.g., I noticed judgmental thoughts of ‘I am a terrible 
singer,’ I noticed joy in my body, I noticed a smile on my face, I noticed a thought about how this 
was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my 
mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, 
I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes; only 5 minutes if reviewing test)

Homework 12.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Mindfulness 
of Current Thoughts

ShArIng WITh ClASS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Homework 12.3. Ask:

Please share one thought you were mindful of over the week, and describe which strategies 
you used to gain distance from the thought, or simply to allow the thought without trying 
to push it away or hold on to it. Also, share your rating of how effective the strategy was.

Reinforce all efforts made, and thank the students for sharing with the class. Remind the 
class:

This is a very difficult skill and will take practice. As with all the skills, none of these will 
become automatic until we practice them on a regular basis.

Diary Cards

As usual, ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. 
If you are not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to 
each student over the course of several lessons.

Test Review (if Applicable; 5 minutes)

If you administered the Distress Tolerance Test in Lesson 12, return the tests to students. 
Review any questions the students may have about the test. If you have found that any items 
were answered incorrectly by a large number of students, you may choose to review those 
items in more detail with the class.

Introduction of Main Ideas (5 minutes)

Review of Handout 3.1. Mindfulness: Taking Hold of Your Mind

Have students turn back to Handout 3.1 in their binders. Ask:

Who can tell us why we are going through the mindfulness skills again?
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Elicit answers, and then give this one, if necessary:
The mindfulness skills are the core skills for all the other skills we use. We need to be 

mindful in order to be able to use all of our skills.

Mindfulness is learning to be in control of our own minds, instead of our minds’ being in 
control of us. It is about putting our minds where we want them to be.

Now ask:

What is mindfulness?

The goal is to generate answers such as these: being present in the moment; paying attention 
on purpose; controlling where we focus our minds; being aware of what we are experiencing 
right now.

Next, have a few students share examples of when and how they have practiced mindful-
ness over the last 12 weeks (since Lesson 1). In each case, ask:

How has that been different from how you were doing things in the past?

Discussion: Wise Mind (25 minutes)

Review of Handout 3.3. Mindfulness: Three States of Mind (10 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 3.3. Then ask three students to come up to the board. Have 
each one write one of the states of mind on the board, allowing for space to write underneath 
each. Ask the entire class:

How do we describe the different states of mind?

Have the students at the board write descriptions under each respective heading. The follow-
ing are examples:

Emotion mind:

Scared, excited, happy, joy, sad, angry . . . [or other emotions]
Emotions are leading your behaviors
Not thinking about short- and long-term consequences of behavior
Not in the present moment
Ignoring logic and reason

Reasonable mind:

Mechanic, air traffic controller, pilot, completing a chemistry lab . . . [occupations or 
situations in which reasonable mind is needed]

Reason and logic are leading your behaviors
Not taking your emotions into consideration
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Wise mind:

Intuitive— a balance of emotion and reason
Everyone has a wise mind
It is the wisest part of you
But even sometimes when you know what wise mind tells you to do, it can still be hard 

to overcome emotion mind

Now ask:

If we are not sure whether we are making a decision in wise mind or in emotion mind, how 
can we figure it out?

Elicit answers, or give this one:

If we sit with the decision, time will tell us. If we still reach the same decision 1–2 days later, 
then it is a wise mind decision. If it changes, then the first decision was probably made in 
emotion mind. In the Emotion Regulation module, we will learn that emotions only last 
60–90 seconds unless they are fired again. Therefore, if our decision changes over time, it 
was probably an emotion‑ based decision to start with.

ClASS ExErCISE: PrACTICE In uSIng DIFFErEnT STATES oF MInD (15 MInuTES)

Explain:

We are going to practice using our different states of mind.

Divide students into groups of three. Continue:

For this activity, we will go through a variety of situations for which we need to make deci‑
sions. Each group will generate a solution for reasonable mind, emotion mind, and wise 
mind. Once the groups have their solutions, each group will present its solutions to the rest 
of the class in front of the room.

Instruct students to stand in front of the board as they present each solution. In the presenta-
tion, one student will represent reasonable mind, one will represent emotion mind, and one 
will represent wise mind. Have the student representing each state of mind stand in front of 
where that state has been written on the board earlier in the lesson.

After the students in each group present their solutions, allow the rest of the class to pro-
vide feedback or generate other possible solutions for the different states of mind. Highlight 
that one student’s wise mind solution may be different from someone else’s.

You may also ask students to volunteer other scenarios that they have experienced or 
are currently experiencing and for which they are trying to determine wise mind solutions. 
Write each of the different situations on a sheet of paper and hand one out to each group. You 
may also generate your own examples, or assign one of the following examples to two groups, 
depending on the size of the class.
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•	 There is a substitute teacher in math class today, and some of your friends are skipping 
class and asked you to join them.

•	 The new group of friends you are hanging out with are having a party this weekend, 
and you are invited, but it’s your mom’s birthday.

•	 Your friend Sofia asked you to share your math homework with her to copy because 
she did not do it.

•	 You have been arguing a lot with the person you have been dating for 3 months. You 
are thinking about breaking up with this person, but you really like him or her when 
you are not arguing.

•	 You just broke up with your boyfriend or girlfriend before third period. You are really 
sad and angry, and you want to ditch school for the rest of the day.

•	 You just heard that a kid in your grade was busted for smoking marijuana and arrested. 
You want to post the information on Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter.

•	 You are dating someone in the grade above you, and you really like him or her. This 
person tells you, “I love you and want to have sex with you” (i.e., oral sex or intercourse). 
You do not think you want to, but you are afraid that the person will break up with you 
if you do not. (You can change this example as needed based on age appropriateness 
(6th graders compared to 12th graders) for the class.

•	 You are spending the night at your friend Josh’s house. You told your parents who will 
be there and said that you will be staying in all night. Josh gets a call from some other 
friends, and they want to pick you both up and go hang out in the park. Josh wants to 
sneak out and go, since his parents are already asleep.

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Review the three states of mind, and emphasize that the ultimate goal is to be in wise mind. 
Explain:

What we just did was a way to practice generating solutions based on your different states 
of mind. Remember that wise mind is not simply a compromise between emotion mind 
and reasonable mind; it is honoring both your reasonable and emotion mind at the same 
time. In other words, it’s a dialectic! The goal is not to eliminate the experience of emo‑
tions or logic; the key is not to allow either one to guide all of your decisions at the expense 
of the other.

Homework Assignment (3 minutes)

Homework 13.1. Mindfulness: Solutions Using Three States of Mind

Explain:

For homework, you will use Homework 13.1 to continue doing what we did in class today: 
You will generate reasonable mind, emotion mind, and wise mind solutions for two differ‑
ent situations you are experiencing. Remember that, at least for the homework, you are to 
write down examples of situations you are willing to share in class.
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Review the homework sheet with the class, and ask if there are any questions about the assign-
ment.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they now know all of the mindful-
ness skills and the distress tolerance skills. Remind them to circle the days and rate their skill 
use for the week on the diary card for each of the skills.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Today’s lesson focuses on reviewing and strengthening the mindfulness “what” and “how” 
skills. Students will have the opportunity to generate teaching points and lead the class 
through practice exercises for each of the six skills.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Mindfulness skills are divided into the “what” and “how” skills.
2. The “what” skills are observe, describe, and participate.
3. The “how” skills are nonjudgmentally, one- mindfully, and effectively.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What” Skills
•	 Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: “How” Skills
•	 Homework 14.1. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” and “How” Skills

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class.

PrePArATIon

1. Review Lessons 4 and 5 for complete teaching points, as well as student handouts.
2. Arrange the desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon 14

Mindfulness
“What” and “How” Skills
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leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing: Observing your partner (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 13.1. Mindfulness: Solutions Using Three States of Mind
�{ Sharing with partners
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (2 minutes)

�� What skills: observe, describe, participate
�� How skills: nonjudgmentally, one- mindfully, and effectively
�� Why return to mindfulness between each module?

•	 Discussion: “What” and “how” skills (29 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What” Skills, and Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: 

“How” Skills (2 minutes)
�� Class exercise: Demonstrations of “what” and “how” skills (27 minutes)

•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)
�� Provide feedback about student demonstrations.

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 14.1. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” and “How” Skills
�{ Practice at least one “what” and “how” skill.

�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing: Observing Your Partner (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness activity will involve observing. Have 
students pair off with partners. Explain:

You are going to observe your partner mindfully for 1 minute. When 1 minute has passed, 
I will let you know, and you and your partner will turn your backs to each other. You are 
then to change three things about yourself; for example, put your watch on your other 
wrist, take off your glasses, or change your hair. You will then face each other again, and 
you and your partner will see whether you can notice what was changed.

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to turn toward your partner and sit in our usual mindful/ wide‑
awake position. As we know by now, this means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting 
up straight, and putting our hands in our laps. Eyes stay open for this exercise, of course. If 
you notice any urges to move, other than blinking or swallowing, notice each urge without 
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acting on it, and return to your breath. When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. 
When I say 3, that’s the signal to begin the practice by observing your partner.

I’ll say, “Turn around,” when it is time for you to turn around and change three things. 
Once you have quickly changed the three things, turn back around and face your partner. 
Continue to observe your partner and notice any differences. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the 
practice.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position and face your partner. 2: Take a deep 
breath. 3: Begin the practice.

After 1 minute, say, “Turn around and change.” After another minute, say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Allow students to share briefly with their partners what they noticed that was changed.
Then call on two or three students to share their observations of the exercise. Provide 

feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something 
a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (.e.g., I noticed his watch was on his 
left wrist and the comparison thought that this was different from before, I noticed stopping 
with each pause, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a 
thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I 
had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s prac-
tice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 13.1. Mindfulness: Solutions Using Three States of Mind

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Homework 13.1. Divide students into 
pairs. Have the partners in each pair share with each other the two situations and the dif-
ferent reasonable, emotion, and wise mind solutions they generated. Students can provide 
feedback to each other on the different solutions. (Ask students to put their diary cards out so 
you can collect them while the students are reviewing homework.)

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Have one student from each dyad share examples of the different solutions the dyad generated 
based on the three states of mind. Ask:

Did anyone have difficulty determining or following through with the wise mind decision?

If any students report that they did have trouble, coach these students through the skill 
with the help of the class to determine what was in the way of determining or following 
through on the wise mind decision. Model and reinforce for all students that figuring out and 
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following wise mind can be difficult at times. In addition, remind students that one person’s 
wise mind may be different from another’s.

Diary Cards

As noted above, collect diary cards while students are working in pairs. Briefly review the 
level of skills use over the past week for students. Comment on the amount of skills practice 
students are reporting. Explain:

We have now gone through the entire first module and are reviewing mindfulness. We 
want to see continued practice of all these skills.

If you notice that any students are not recording regular practice of skills on their diary cards, 
use this time to troubleshoot with the class as a whole any obstacles that may be getting in the 
way of practicing or using the skills.

Introduction of Main Ideas (2 minutes)

Review that there are seven mindfulness skills.

•	 Wise mind: Synthesis of emotion mind and reasonable mind.
•	 Three “what” skills: What to do.
•	 Three “how” skills: How to do the “what” skills.

Call on students who remember what the different skills are, and have them name the 
seven skills. Then ask students:

Why do we review the core mindfulness skills at the beginning of each new module?

Elicit answers, or give this one: Because mindfulness skills are at the core or base of all the 
other skills. In order to use the other skills well, we need to be mindful of the need for skills 
use and then mindfully use them.

Discussion: “What” and “How” Skills (29 minutes)

Review of Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: What Skills, and Handout 5.1. 
Mindfulness: How Skills (2 minutes)

Have students turn to Handouts 4.1 and 5.1, which outline the mindfulness “what” and “how” 
skills, respectively, and any additional notes they have about the skills. Let them look briefly 
over these handouts and notes, and then explain:

For the remainder of class today we will review and practice the “what” and “how” skills.

ClASS ExErCISE: DEMonSTrATIonS oF “WhAT” AnD “hoW” SkIllS (27 MInuTES)

Divide the students up into six groups. Explain:
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Each group will be assigned one of the “what” or “how” skills. Each group is to generate 
a description or teaching points about the skill and one exercise to demonstrate the skill.

Make the group assignments, and allow about 4 minutes for students to generate teaching 
points for the exercise.

After all six groups have come up with their teaching points and exercises, each group 
will have about 3 minutes to teach the class and 1 minute for feedback. The goal here is to 
help the class generate multiple methods of practicing each mindfulness skill. As each group 
presents the skill, ask for other students’ feedback, and clarify any key points from Lessons 4 
and 5 and from Handouts 4.1 and 5.1 that may have been missed.

One extra minute has been built into this exercise to allow for general feedback as needed. 
You may also use the time allotted for the lesson summary to provide additional feedback as 
needed.

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Provide feedback to students about their class demonstrations. Review and clarify any points 
as needed.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 14.1. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” and “How” Skills

Explain:

For homework this week, you are to practice at least one “what” skill and one “how” 
skill. Use Homework 14.1 to describe how you practiced the skill and how it affected your 
thoughts, feelings, or behaviors.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they now know all of the mindful-
ness and distress tolerance skills. Although they are only assigned to practice the “what” and 
“how” skills this week, they should be using all the skills regularly. They should rate their use 
of each skill over the course of the week as they practice every day.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

This lesson begins the Emotion Regulation module. Overall, this module teaches students 
how to label, identify, and regulate emotions through decreasing their vulnerability factors 
and changing their behaviors. Students will also learn how to be mindful of their emotions 
and how to tolerate their emotions, therefore eliminating the need to change them. Today’s 
lesson focuses on introducing this module by reviewing its goals, followed by discussing the 
overall purposes of having emotions.

mAIn PoInTS

1. The goals of emotion regulation skills are to understand the emotions we experience, 
decrease unwanted emotions, decrease our emotional vulnerability, and decrease our 
emotional suffering.

2. Emotions are good for motivating and organizing action, communicating and influencing 
others, and communicating to ourselves.

3. People often have myths about emotions that interfere with their abilities to manage their 
emotions effectively.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 15.1. Emotion Regulation: Goals of Emotion Regulation
•	 Handout 15.2. Emotion Regulation: Short List of Emotions
•	 Handout 15.3. Emotion Regulation: What Good Are Emotions?

leSSon 15

Emotion regulation
Goals of Emotion Regulation  
and Functions of Emotions
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•	 Homework 15.4. Emotion Regulation: Myths about Emotions
•	 Homework 15.5. Emotion Regulation: Emotion Diary

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Students will not be learning a new skill today; rather, they will learn the 

purpose of emotions and how to identify and challenge their own myths about emotions. 
Therefore, no skills need to be highlighted on the diary cards this week.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: Snap, crackle, pop (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 14.1. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” and “How” Skills
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (5 minutes)

�� Emotion regulation is the process of influencing which emotions you have, when you 
have them, and how you will express them.
�� Generate a list of emotions with the class.

•	 Discussion: Goals of emotion regulation (13 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 15.1. Emotion Regulation: Goals of Emotion Regulation (10 minutes)
�{ Understand the emotions you experience.
�{ Reduce emotional vulnerability.
�{ Decrease the frequency of unwanted emotions and decrease emotional suffering.

�� Review of Handout 15.2. Emotion Regulation: Short List of Emotions (3 minutes)
�{ Identify “families of emotions.”

•	 Discussion: What good are emotions? (10 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 15.3. Emotion Regulation: What Good Are Emotions?
�{ Emotions give us information.
�{ Emotions communicate to and influence others.
�{ Emotions motivate and prepare us for action.

•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)
�� Review goals of emotion regulation and function of emotions.

•	 Homework assignment (5 minutes)
�� Homework 15.4. Emotion Regulation: Myths about Emotions
�{ Write a challenge to each myth.
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�� Homework 15.5. Emotion Regulation: Emotion Diary
�{ Analyze the function of three emotions during the week.

�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: Snap, Crackle, Pop (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness activity will involve participating. 
Explain:

Today we are going to practice mindfully participating by playing a game called Snap, 
Crackle, Pop. This game has three sets of instructions, one for each word. First, when I say 
to, we will stand up and get into a large circle.

Smaller circles of five or six students can also be made, as necessary.

What we will do is this:
One person points over his or her head with the right arm to the person on the left, or 

points over his or her head with the left arm to the person on the right, and says, “Snap.”
The person who just received the “snap” (the person to either the left or right of 

the first person) will use the left arm to point across his or her chest to the person on the 
right, or the right arm to point across his or her chest to the person on the left, and says, 
“Crackle.”

The person who received the “crackle” will then point to anyone in the circle, even 
across the circle, and say “Pop.” The person who received the “pop” will begin again with 
“snap” to the person on his left or right. The practice continues in this way. We want to go 
fast and spontaneously. If someone makes a mistake, then we just notice it, and anyone 
else can just start again with “snap.”

Because this is an exercise in participating, remember that we want to throw ourselves 
into the activity fully, without judgment. If you notice yourself having a judgmental thought, 
just notice it, and then let it go and bring yourself back to the exercise. If you notice your‑
self anticipating what you will do when it is your turn, then you are not participating in the 
moment. Notice that and jump back into the moment. Again, if anyone makes a mistake, 
simply notice it and let it go, and the group can begin again.

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up and mindfully and quietly create a large circle 
[or smaller circles, depending on class size]. I will let you take your positions before I say 2. 
When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal for 
the group to begin playing the Snap, Crackle, Pop game.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.
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1: Stand and mindfully create a circle. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin playing Snap, 
Crackle, Pop.

After 3 minutes, say, “Stop,” to end the exercise.

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Highlight:

It can be difficult not to judge ourselves or others when a mistake was made, or to mind‑
fully wait rather than think about when it is going to be your turn. Our goal is, first, to be 
nonjudgmental, and second, if we are judgmental, to notice it and quickly let it go and 
throw ourselves back into the exercise.

Have students share their observations of the mindfulness exercise. Provide feedback about 
observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can 
observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed having judgmental thoughts about the 
exercise, I noticed that I repeatedly forgot which hand motion was next, I noticed stopping 
with each pause, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a 
thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I 
had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s prac-
tice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 14.1. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” and “How” Skills

ShArIng WITh ClASS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Homework 14.1. Ask which students 
completed their homework, and reinforce these students by having some of them share an 
example of how they practiced their “what” and “how” skills and how doing this affected their 
thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. You may review several students’ homework at once by 
asking whether any other students practiced the same skill as the student describing that skill. 
Ask for similarities or differences in experiences. Then ask who practiced a different “what” or 
“how” skill. Continue in a similar fashion with as many students as possible.

If any students had difficulty practicing, troubleshoot what happened, and provide coach-
ing for future practice. Ask classmates for suggestions as well.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons.
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Introduction of Main Ideas (5 minutes)

Explain:

We all have emotions, and sometimes these emotions can be intense, like giant waves. 
Sometimes these intense emotions can lead to self‑ destructive or other problematic behav‑
iors. However, we can learn skills to ride the waves, or to decrease the size of the waves, 
and therefore avoid those problematic behaviors.

We will be learning how to be skillful with our emotions, not how to get rid of them. 
Emotions themselves are neither good nor bad; they just are. Some are pleasurable, and 
some are painful. As we learned in the Distress Tolerance module, our emotions are inevi‑
table, so we need to learn how to regulate them because we can’t simply get rid of them.

“Emotion regulation” is the process of influencing which emotions you have, when 
you have them, and how you will express them.

Generate a list of emotions: Invite two students up to the board. Ask the class to name as 
many emotions as possible, and have the two students at the board write these down.

Discussion: Goals of Emotion Regulation (13 minutes)

Review of Handout 15.1. Emotion Regulation: Goals of Emotion Regulation 
(10 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 15.1. This handout is an overview of the general goals for the 
skills students will learn in this module.

unDErSTAnD EMoTIonS you ExPErIEnCE

The first goal is to understand the emotions you experience. This relates to the mindful‑
ness skills of observing and describing emotions and the functions of emotions. Emotions 
can be reactions to events around you or to your own thoughts and feelings.

Ask a student to read the bullet points under the first goal on Handout 15.1. Explain: Every 
emotion has a biological function.

Write the following four emotions on the board if they have not already been written there, or 
circle them if they have been: fear, anger, sadness, and guilt. Ask:

Let’s see if we can figure out what the functions of these four emotions would be. What is 
the purpose of fear?

Elicit responses from students. (Answer: Alerting us to danger.)

What is the purpose of anger?
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Elicit responses. (Answer: Alerting us when goals are being blocked.)

What is the purpose of sadness?

Elicit responses. (Answer: Alerting us that something has been lost.)

What is the purpose of guilt?

Elicit responses. (Answer: Alerting us to when we have acted against our own values.) Then 
say:

Something we all need to learn is how to know when our emotions fit the situation, whether 
our emotions are being effective and helping us, or whether they are making things more 
difficult for us in the moment.

Reduce emotional VulneRability

Ask a student to read the bullet points under the second goal on Handout 15.1, or say:

The second goal is to reduce our emotional vulnerability by stopping unwanted emotions 
from starting in the first place. This can be done through skills that will decrease our vul-
nerability to emotion mind and increase our pleasurable activities.

decRease the FRequency oF unwanted emotions, and decRease 
emotional suFFeRing

Continue:

The last two goals are to decrease the frequency of unwanted emotions and to decrease 
our suffering from unwanted emotions once they start. In this module, we will learn a vari-
ety of skills that will teach us how to change what we are feeling or how to experience the 
emotions we have by using mindfulness.

Finally, ask:

In the Distress Tolerance module, we learned how to distract ourselves from our emotions. 
Do you think it is effective to distract from our emotions all of the time?

Elicit a “No,” and add:

In this module, we will learn how to sit with and experience an emotion without becoming 
overwhelmed by it and ending up in emotion mind.
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Review of Handout 15.2. Emotion Regulation: Short List of Emotions 
(3 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 15.2. Ask:

Are there any emotions on the list that are not on the board?

If so, have a student add them to the board. Then ask:

Are there any emotions on the board that are not on the short list?

If so, have students add them to the short list on the handout. Continue:

As you can all see, there are a lot of emotions. Some represent differing intensities of an 
emotion, such as frustration, anger, and rage. Can you identify other “families of emo‑
tions” based on their intensity levels?

Elicit responses. Finally, say:

For the remainder of this module, we are going to be learning how to identify, label, and 
regulate our emotions. I am glad we are able to start off with you all knowing so many of 
the different emotions already.

Discussion: What Good Are Emotions? (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 15.3. Emotion Regulation: What Good Are Emotions?

Have students turn to Handout 15.3. Remind the students that the purpose of this module is 
to regulate emotions, not to get rid of them. Ask:

Can any of you think of a time in your lives when emotions have been useful?

Allow one or two students to share how emotions have been helpful. Then have a student 
read the bullet points under “Emotions give us information” in Handout 15.3. Highlight: 
Emotions can be like an internal alarm clock, alerting you to something important. If you 
get a gut feeling about something, don’t treat it as a fact, just a message— but you might 
not want to ignore it. It is important to check the facts when you get a “gut feeling.”

Encourage students to share experiences when they listened to their “gut feeling” in a 
situation and it proved to be correct. Note that this may have also been a wise mind experi-
ence. But add:

Treating our emotions as facts can bring about problems. If we only listened to our fear 
emotions about dentists and interpreted those as facts that dentists are harmful, many of 
us would have mouths full of rotten teeth! Similarly, feeling guilty that you are a bad person 
does not make it true that you are a bad person.
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Now have a student read the bullet points under “Emotions communicate to and influ-
ence others” on Handout 15.3. Discuss the importance of being able to communicate emo-
tions through facial expressions, and note how that can be life saving in a dangerous situation 
where there is no opportunity for words. Say:

Our faces are hard‑wired to show emotions, and our brains are hard‑wired to recognize 
the emotion on the faces of others. Sadness communicates to others the message “I need 
help,” and anger communicates to others the message “Stop!” For example, at the time of 
the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, people saw the expressions on the faces of others, and 
these immediately organized them to move.

Studies have found that despite cultural differences, people can still recognize the 
emotional facial expressions of others. These expressions are universal. Since expressions 
are similar to a “universal language,” if people’s words don’t match their expressions of an 
emotion in their faces, posture, or tone of voice, other people may believe the nonverbal 
expression of the emotion over what is being said. Sometimes, when people are reading 
your nonverbal expressions and not listening to your words, this can create problems. For 
instance, if a classmate is joking around at your expense, then you may laugh to save face, 
and tell the classmate to stop. The classmate sees you laughing, pays attention to that and 
not your words, and misinterprets that you are fine with the joke.

Ask the students for examples of their experiences with a mismatch between verbal and non-
verbal expressions of emotion. Have the students ever paid attention to someone’s nonverbal 
expressions over their words, as in the example above?

Now call on a student to read the bullet points under “Emotions motivate and prepare us 
for action” in Handout 15.3. Say:

As we discussed earlier, every emotion has a function that motivates us for action. Fear 
organizes the body to run or freeze. This helps us avoid danger. Anger organizes the body 
to fight or attack. This helps us defend ourselves or gain control. Emotions make us act 
quickly in a situation, and this can save important time in an emergency. Or think of the 
last time you were anxious about a test: Test anxiety motivates the action of studying.

Draw on the board a Yerkes– Dodson curve (see Figure L15.1). Explain:
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fIGure l15.1. A Yerkes–Dodson curve.
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People have a zone of peak performance— a state of mind where they are challenged 
but not overloaded. This occurs when emotional intensity is not too high or too low, but 
medium for that individual. If your test anxiety were low, you might not study, but if it were 
too high, you would be too distressed to learn anything or even sit down with your book.

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Acknowledge the students for their hard work at beginning a new module and learning a lot 
of information in one class. Review the goals of emotion regulation and the functions of emo-
tions.

Homework Assignment (5 minutes)

Homework 15.4. Emotion Regulation: Myths about Emotions

Explain:

Before we start looking at different emotions next week, we will discuss some of the myths 
that people hold regarding emotions. Why do you think it is important that we discuss 
myths about emotions?

Allow students to answer. Then discuss:

Some people have beliefs about emotions that sometimes get in the way of how they feel. 
For example, I have heard people say things like “I don’t let myself ever feel sad,” or “Only 
weak people get scared.” What do you think about those statements? Do you have any 
beliefs like that about emotions?

Homework 15.4 has a list of myths about emotions. Each myth also has a challenge 
provided for it. For homework, you are going to write down another challenge, and I want 
you to personalize the challenge so that it is meaningful to you. Let’s go through item 1 on 
this homework sheet together.

Ask a student to read item 1: “There is a right way to feel in every situation.” Ask the class:

Is that true? Does anyone believe there is a right way to feel in every situation?

Elicit responses. Then ask a student to read the challenge for number 1. Ask the class:

How can you personalize this challenge or restate it in a way that is meaningful to you?

Examples of responses:

•	 I may feel different than other people do in a situation, and that is OK. Everyone 
is different.

•	 It’s OK that different people have different emotional reactions.

•	 My emotions are just as valid as yours.



194 INSTRUCTOR INFORMATION, LESSON PLANS, AND TESTS 

As the first part of their homework, students will complete Homework 15.4. The work-
sheet lists several myths about emotions and one possible challenge to each myth. Students 
will generate their own challenge for each myth.

Homework 15.5. Emotion Regulation: Emotion Diary

Explain:

Today we learned the functions our emotions serve. To further strengthen your under-
standing of these functions, your second assignment is to use Homework 15.5 to keep a 
diary of your emotions this week. It can be really effective in helping you to start under-
standing the impact your emotions have on yourself and others. I want you to record at 
least three emotions you feel this week— either the strongest emotion of the day or the 
longest- lasting one—and describe whether it motivated you into action, what it commu-
nicated to others, and what it communicated to you. Again, do this at least three times.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. This week they are assigned to practice all of the 
mindfulness and distress tolerance skills. Students should circle the days and rate their skill 
use for the week on the diary card.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

There are many types of emotions and several words to describe each type. Today’s lesson 
focuses on teaching students what an emotion is: a complex, full- system response that is pri-
marily biologically hard-wired and made up of multiple components, including the prompting 
events, interpretations, biological changes, expressions, and aftereffects. This lesson uses a 
model of emotions to help students understand the different components. The lesson ends 
with a small-group activity in which each group is assigned an emotion to discuss and explain, 
using the model of emotions.

mAIn PoInTS

1. An emotion is a full- system response that last approximately 60–90 seconds. Emotions 
that seem to last longer are due to repeated refiring of the neurons in the brain.

2. Emotions are complex and can be best understood through examining the prompting 
event, the interpretation, the biological changes, the expressions, and the aftereffects 
experienced by the body.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 16.1. Emotion Regulation: Model of Emotions
•	 Handout 16.2a–h. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions
•	 Homework 16.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with the Model of Emotions (2 copies)

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

leSSon 16

Emotion regulation
Describing Emotions
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3. Ten sheets of light- colored construction paper and markers for the homework review activ-
ity.

4. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
5. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the “Describing emotions” skill.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange the desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing/wise mind: Breathing in “Wise,” breathing out “Mind” (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 15.4. Emotion Regulation: Myths about Emotions
�� Homework 15.5. Emotion Regulation: Emotion Diary
�{ Sharing in small groups

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (2 minutes)

�� Emotions are a full- system response made up of multiple components.
�� Emotions last 60–90 seconds.

•	 Discussion: Model of emotions (28 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 16.1. Emotion Regulation: Model of Emotions (15 minutes)
�{ Class exercise: Walking though the model with an example
�{ Prompting event 1
�{ Vulnerability factors
�{ Thoughts about the event
�{ Internal experience: Inside the body effects
�{ External experience: Outside the body effects
�{ Emotion name
�{ Consequences of Actions
�{ Prompting event 2

�� Review of Handout 16.2a–h. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (5 min-
utes)
�{ Review anger

�� Class exercise: Small-group activity with Homework 16.3 (8 minutes)
•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)
•	 Homework assignment (3 minutes)

�� Homework 16.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with the Model of Emotions
�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing/Wise Mind: Breathing in “Wise,” Breathing out “Mind” 
(3 minutes)

Welcome the class and introduce the mindfulness exercise.

Today we are going to practice observing our breath and accessing wise mind. Sometimes, 
in order to access our wise mind, we need to deliberately slow ourselves down and quiet 
our minds. For today’s practice, we will focus on our breath. To ourselves, we will say the 
word “Wise” on the in‑ breath, and say the word “Mind” on the out‑ breath. In other words, 
we will inhale “Wise” and exhale “Mind.” So we are going to practice accessing wise mind 
while focusing all of our attention on only our breath. You may remember that we did this 
exercise during Lesson 3.

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful/wide‑awake position we know 
pretty well by now. This means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, and 
putting our hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will keep our eyes open, finding a place 
4–6 inches in front of you to rest your gaze. If you notice any urges to move, other than 
blinking or swallowing, notice each urge without acting on it, and return to your breath. 
When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to 
begin the practice. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Have students do the practice for 2 minutes, and then say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Ask:

What did you observe while doing the practice? Did you notice any judgments or difficul‑
ties in accessing wise mind?

Have students share their observations of the mindfulness exercise. (Depending on the num-
ber of students in class, you may not be able to call on each student every time.) Provide 
feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something 
a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (.e.g., I noticed judgmental thoughts, I 
noticed the urge to move, I noticed sadness arise within me, I noticed a smile on my face, 
I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , 
I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of 
thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I 
noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).
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Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 15.4. Emotion Regulation: Myths about Emotions
Homework 15.5. Emotion Regulation: Emotion Diary

ShArIng In SMAll grouPS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Homework 15.4 and Homework 15.5. 
Say:

Generating challenges to myths and describing the functions of your emotions can be dif‑
ficult tasks. Did anyone have difficulty with the homework assignment this week?

Answer any general questions students have about their difficulties. Then have students break 
into groups of three to four. Evenly split up the eight myths among the different groups, and 
explain:

Share the challenges you developed this week with your group for the myth you were 
assigned. We will also make some signs with those challenges on them to help decorate 
the room. I will hand out the paper when it is time for that. Once you have discussed some 
of your challenges, especially any that you had difficulty coming up with, make any neces‑
sary changes to challenges that may still support the myth. Once you have completed the 
myths, turn to your Emotion Diary in Homework 15.5. Discuss the emotions you experi‑
enced during the week that you feel comfortable sharing, and describe what the emotions 
motivated you to do, communicated to others, and communicated to yourself.

After 5 minutes, pass out the construction paper and markers. Instruct the students that 
they have the next 5 minutes to write up their favorite of the challenges in an artistic way, to 
be put up on the classroom wall. When everyone is done, bring the class back together, and 
have the students share their challenges and the functions of their emotions.

If any students had difficulty practicing, troubleshoot what happened and provide coach-
ing for future practice. Ask classmates for suggestions as well.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed by. If you 
are not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each 
student over the course of several lessons.

Introduction of Main Ideas (2 minutes)

Review with students:

What are the three purposes of an emotion?
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Elicit:

•	 To motivate us into action.
•	 To communicate to ourselves.
•	 To communicate to others.

Now ask:

How long does an emotion last?

Allow multiple students to answer this question, in order to get a variety of lengths. Then go 
on:

An emotion actually only lasts about 60–90 seconds. However, sometimes an emotion 
feels as if it can last for hours or days because we are continually refiring the neurons (or 
brain cells) that cause the emotion in our bodies. Today we are going to learn about the 
different components of an emotion, so that throughout the rest of this module we can 
identify different places to intervene in order to regulate our emotions, because changing 
one component can have an impact on the entire emotion response. Sometimes it seems 
like emotions last a really long time because they can be self‑ perpetuating: Once an emo‑
tion starts, its impact can then be the trigger for another emotion’s prompting event.

Discussion: Model of Emotions (28 minutes)

Review of Handout 16.1. Emotion Regulation: Model of Emotions 
(15 minutes)

Explain:

It is important that before we learn how to regulate our emotions, we learn how to identify 
and label them. How many of you have been asked before, “How are you feeling?” How 
many of you have responded with, “I’m upset”?

Allow students to explain what “I’m upset” means. Then ask:

OK, so what emotion is “upset”? “Upset” is usually a shorthand term we use for any 
negative emotion, such as scared, sad, worried, angry, or frustrated. So our focus for 
today will be on learning to identify and label our specific emotions, because once we can 
identify what we are feeling, we can then begin working on how to regulate the emotions. 
It is important to be able to name your emotions in order to be able to communicate to 
yourself and to other people how you feel and to be able to guide yourself to change an 
emotion when you need to.
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ClASS ExErCISE: WAlkIng Through ThE MoDEl WITh An ExAMPlE

Continue:

We are going to walk through this model of emotions, one component at a time, so that 
we can identify and understand each of the different components. After we go through 
the entire model with an example, we will break into small groups and go through the 
model for each of the different emotions.

So first, when someone says, “I am scared,” what does this mean?

Elicit answers from the class. Then say:

An emotion is a full‑ system response that includes our thoughts, the sensations in our bod‑
ies, and our actions. Today we are going to go over all of the different components that 
make up an emotion.

Draw each component on the board as you go through the model, so that you end with a 
full picture. Begin with the box in Handout 16.1 for the first prompting event Say:

The first prompting event is the event that sets off the entire emotion process. It can occur 
internally, like a thought or sensation; however, typically it is something that has happened 
around you, such as something you saw or heard, or something someone else said or 
did. External prompting events are things that happen around you— somebody saying 
something to you, getting back a test, seeing a fight. Internal prompting events are things 
that happen inside of you—a memory or a thought. What might be a prompting event for 
“scared”?

Write the examples on the board.
Now draw in the vulnerability factors that lead into the prompting event. Ask:

Have you ever noticed that some days you are more emotionally sensitive or reactive than 
others?

Allow students to answer and provide some examples of when this may have occurred. Then 
go on:

Emotions can be made stronger by certain vulnerabilities, like not getting enough sleep, or 
not having eaten, or being sick. You are more likely to have a reaction to the prompting 
event of somebody not saying hello to you if you are tired, hungry, and/or sick than you 
would be if you were feeling like your usual well‑fed, well‑ rested, healthy self. Things that 
happened in the past can be also vulnerabilities, such as the anniversary of your grand‑
mother’s death or your anniversary with your ex‑ boyfriend or ex‑ girlfriend. These factors 
may not be the prompting events themselves, but they make us more vulnerable to our 
emotions when a prompting event does occur. In addition to being tired, hungry, and/or 
sick, can anyone think of any other vulnerability factors?
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Write examples on the board.
Now draw in thoughts about the event. Say:

Thoughts are your interpretations about the prompting event. A person not saying hello 
to you is an external prompting event. Then this could lead to many different interpreta‑
tions. You might think, “Sydney just didn’t see me,” or “Jackson is mad at me.” Or you 
might think that the person is really depressed and doesn’t want to talk. When something 
happens, we have thoughts about the event; we interpret the event in our minds and give 
it some kind of meaning. Now, are our thoughts about an event always accurate? Some‑
times they are not. However, how we think about an event can have a big impact on what 
we feel. What are some thoughts we might have about the prompting events for “scared” 
that we generated?

Write the examples on the board. Highlight that the same prompting event can have multiple 
interpretations, which may lead to different emotional responses. For example, a snake for one 
person may prompt thoughts “it will hurt me” and prompt fear, and another person may think 
“it’s so cool” and prompt curiosity or excitement.

Then draw in and discuss what happens inside the body.

Each emotion affects the body differently because of things that happen internally that 
cannot be seen by others. The things that cannot be seen are things like neurons firing in 
the brain or physiological changes, such as heart beating faster, temperature going up, 
and muscles tensing. We also internally experience our action urges. An action urge is 
the urge to do a behavior that we all have just before we engage in the actual behavior. 
Sometimes the action urge is so fast we don’t even notice it, but now that we have our 
mindfulness skills, we are going to become more aware of noticing our urges to act before 
we actually do. How many of you have noticed the urge to pack up your backpack or 
tote bag before the bell rings, without actually packing up your bag? The urge to fight or 
attack associated with the anger is an example of this that most people are familiar with, 
since it is usually unacceptable in society to punch people with whom you are angry. The 
important thing is that the urge to act on a behavior is different from the actual behav‑
ior. We want to be able to observe and describe our urges. It is important to notice and 
strengthen our ability to observe an urge without acting on it as a way to decrease our 
impulsive behaviors. What are some of the physical sensations and action urges we might 
experience in response to our prompting event for scared and our interpretations about 
the event?

Write the examples on the board.
Next, draw and discuss what happens outside the body.

So if we know what happens inside the body, what occurs on the outside? What types of 
things can other people observe?

Allow students to answer. Then continue:
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The things that can be seen—that are observable on the outside of the body—are facial 
expressions, posture, the words we say, and the behaviors we engage in. The clearest 
way to express emotions is with words. What are some of the external body reactions and 
actions we might experience in response to our “scared” prompting events and thoughts?

Write those examples on the board, and add:

It is important to note that expressing an emotion differently is not the same as suppress‑
ing an emotion. Suppressing an emotion can lead to more extreme emotions. Expressing 
an emotion differently means that you are expressing it in a more effective way. (Remem‑
ber that being effective is one of the mindfulness “how” skills.)

Next, draw the consequences of actions box on the board, and say:

Consequences are the events that occur after our actions and/or body reactions. We can 
also call these the “aftereffects” of the emotion. Have you ever noticed that after you are 
really sad and crying, you become really tired or cannot think clearly? This is an aftereffect 
or consequence. Sometimes a consequence can then become a new prompting event for 
another emotion or even the same emotion. This is how the emotion gets refired in the 
brain over and over again. What are some of the consequences of being scared?

Write the examples on the board.
Finally, draw the Prompting Event 2 box on the board.

Sometimes, the consequences can lead to a second prompting event that sets off another 
emotion path. It can continue the current emotion or prompt a second one. For example, 
if I am feeling scared and I screamed, followed by someone laughing at me. Someone 
laughing at me can be the second prompting event that may lead to experiencing embar‑
rassment. What are some examples of other prompting events that could occur in our 
model of feeling scared?

Write the examples on the board.
Explain the solid and dotted lines in the model. Say:

Notice that there are both solid and dotted lines that lead to some of the different compo‑
nents. Why do you think that is?

Allow students to answer, then add as necessary:

The solid lines represent the paths that could occur in the full system response of one 
emotion. Notice that the first prompting event can lead to thoughts about the event or go 
directly to the internal experience. Why do you think that is?

Allow students to answer, then continue.
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Sometimes we don’t think about something that happens, we just automatically have a 
response. This can be our body’s natural alert system to danger. If you are riding your bike 
or driving a car down the road and something runs out in front of it, you likely don’t have 
enough time to think about the potential danger; your body reacts quickly. Your heartbeat 
increases, your blood pressure rises, and you slam on the brakes or swerve out of the way. 
The dotted lines are possible paths that might occur that refire the next emotion. The 
consequences of one emotion do not always set off another prompting event or other 
emotions.

Take questions from the students about this whole process. Then say:

Now let’s go back and think again about that friend who didn’t say hi to you. You might 
have different sensations, depending on how you interpreted the event. If you thought that 
the person was ignoring you on purpose, what might be the internal and external experi‑
ences you have?

Allow students to answer. Add, as necessary:

You might have your heart rate increase, the sensation of feeling like you are going to 
explode, or the urge to yell at the person. Your body language might be that your fists are 
clenched, your face is turning red, and maybe you do yell; that would be the action. This 
would be the emotion of anger.

If you interpreted the event as meaning that your friend no longer likes you, what 
internal and external experiences might you have?

Again, allow students to answer. Add, as necessary:

You might have the physical sensation of your throat closing or the urge to cry, and your 
body language might be that you are withdrawing. This would be sadness. Thinking then 
about that friend who stopped talking to you could restart the whole cycle of emotions for 
sadness. Or it might bring up a fear reaction— worries that you will never have any friends.

Review of Handout 16.2. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions 
(5 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 16.2a. Refer back to the diagram of emotions on the board for 
each section of the emotion description. Explain:

Learning to observe and describe your emotions helps you to be able to understand and 
regulate your emotions. The next handout is multiple pages long, and each page is dedi‑
cated to a different emotion and each of the components of that emotion. We are going 
to start with anger, in Handout 16.2a. As you can see, each section on the page that we 
discuss will fit into one of the parts of the diagram. One benefit of the various parts of 
Handout 16.2 is that, if you are not sure what emotion you are feeling, you can identify 
the other components, such as your thoughts or action urges, and then look through the 
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handout to see which emotion these experiences fit. The rest of Handout 16.2 (parts b–h) 
describes other emotions for you to read about.

Highlight to the students the different words for anger. Then discuss the different prompt-
ing events for feeling anger; the thoughts about the events that prompt feelings of anger; the 
“inside the body” reactions (body changes and sensations); and then the “outside the body” 
components (expressions and actions).

Class Exercise: Small‑Group Activity with Homework 16.3 (8 minutes)

Divide students into small groups (depending on the number of students, there should be 
one group for each of the remaining seven emotions). Have students turn to Homework 16.3. 
Emotion Regulation: Practice with the Model of Emotions. Assign an emotion to each of 
the groups, and instruct the students that they are to read about their group’s emotion and 
then fill in the appropriate parts of the diagram with the corresponding information for that 
emotion, based on one personal example that the group agrees upon. It is up to the group 
members to choose one prompting event that guides their emotional response. If groups have 
time after they finish their first example, the students should go through the process a second 
time, using the same prompting event. However, they should identify different interpreta-
tions, which may lead to different internal and external experiences, resulting in a different 
emotion.

When time is up, allow students to ask questions for clarification or make comments 
about the process.

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Congratulate the class for learning the model of emotions and for describing some emotions. 
Ask students to review the different components of the emotions briefly. Then say:

Now that we know the different components of an emotion, in the next lesson we will 
start learning the different skills to use to change each area. Remember, by changing one 
component, we can have an impact on the entire system.

Homework Assignment (3 minutes)

Homework 16.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with the Model of Emotions

Explain:

For homework, you are going to do just what was done in class today for an emotion that 
you experience sometime over the course of the week. You are to identify a prompting 
event and then fill in each area of the homework sheet based on the components that 
occurred after the prompting event and the vulnerability factors that may have been pres‑
ent.

Ask whether there are any questions.
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Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned the skill of 
describing emotions, and that when they practice observing the different components of the 
emotions, they are to circle the days and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along 
with the other skills that they have been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

In Lesson 16, students have learned to identify and label emotions, with all of their different 
components. Today’s lesson teaches two skills that students can use to change their emotional 
responses. As Lesson 16 has made clear, changing one component in the model of emotions 
can have an impact on the entire emotional response. First, students will learn to check the 
facts of a situation as a method of modifying their thoughts and beliefs about the event. Sec-
ond, they will learn the skill of opposite action: Students will learn to change their emotions 
by changing their behaviors. Every emotion is linked with the urge to engage in some type of 
behavior. For example, if we are scared, we have the urge to avoid; if we are angry, we may 
have the urge to attack. Therefore, one strategy to change or regulate an emotion is to change 
our behavior by acting in a way that opposes or is inconsistent with the action urge associated 
with the emotion.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Through checking the facts, we can change our beliefs or interpretations of an event, 
which can change our emotions.

2. Determining whether our emotions fit the facts (i.e., are justified by the facts) or don’t 
fit the facts (i.e., are unjustified by the facts) will allow us to determine whether to use 
problem solving or opposite action to change the emotion. (Problem solving is covered in 
Lesson 18.)

3. Every emotion has a behavior or action urge associated with it. Reversing the expressive 
and action components of emotional responses can effectively change emotions.

leSSon 17

Emotion regulation
Check the Facts and Opposite Action
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mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 17.1. Emotion Regulation: Overview of Skills for Changing Emotional 

Responses
•	 Handout 17.2. Emotion Regulation: Check the Facts
•	 Handout 17.3. Emotion Regulation: Examples of Emotions That Fit the Facts
•	 Handout 17.4. Emotion Regulation: Opposite Action to Change Emotions
•	 Homework 17.5. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Check the Facts
•	 Homework 17.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Changing Emotion by Opposite 

Action
2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 

materials.
3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light “Check the facts” and “Opposite action.”

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange the desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: Zen counting (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 16.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with the Model of Emotions
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (2 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 17.1. Emotion Regulation: Overview of Skills for Changing Emo-
tional Responses
�{ Check the facts
�{ Opposite action
�{ Problem solving

•	 Discussion: Check the facts (13 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 17.2. Emotion Regulation: Check the Facts (8 minutes)
�{ Thoughts can affect emotions.
�{ Emotions can affect thoughts.
�{ Three steps to check the facts
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�� Review of Handout 17.3. Emotion Regulation: Examples of Emotions That Fit the Facts 
(5 minutes)
�{ Cheat sheet for determining if the emotion fits the facts
�{ Class exercise: Small-group activity with Handout 17.3

•	 Discussion: Opposite action (15 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 17.4. Emotion Regulation: Opposite Action to Change Emotions
�{ Emotions impact behaviors and behaviors impact emotions.
�{ Opposite action works best when emotion does not fit the facts or behavior is not effective.
�{ Opposite action must be done all the way.
�{ Seven steps to opposite action

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� Three steps to check the facts
�� Seven steps to opposite action

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 17.5. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Check the Facts
�{ Identify if your thoughts and interpretations fit the facts.

�� Homework 17.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Changing Emotion by Opposite Action
�{ Practice opposite action by going through each step when you want to change your 
emotion.

�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: Zen Counting (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and introduce the mindfulness activity. Explain:

Today we are going to practice another mindfulness exercise that involves participating. 
As we’ve learned, this means that everyone in the class participates fully by doing just one 
thing in the moment. We are going to do what is called “Zen counting.”

This is how it works: We will start counting one person at a time, with random people 
calling out the numbers in order. If we reach 20, then we will start back at 1. One person 
calls out 1, then another 2, then another 3, and so on. If two people say the same number 
at the same time, then we have to start back at 1, and the same person cannot say two 
consecutive numbers. Furthermore, we cannot communicate to each other in any way.

This is an important example of letting go of judgments. If everyone were to be wor‑
ried about calling out a number at the same time as someone else or worried about what 
others will think of them, then nobody would call out a number. The key is to throw yourself 
into the activity. If you should call out a number at the same time as someone else, let go 
of any judgments or worries that you might be feeling, and get back into the counting.

For classes with more than 15 students, you may break the class up into two groups. 
Depending on the students, this exercise may go quickly, or it may take a full 3 minutes. If 
students make it to 20 right away, do it again with counting to 20, or substitute the alphabet.
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Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up and mindfully create a circle [or two circles, 
depending on class size]. I will let you take your positions before I say 2. When I say 2, 
that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal for the group to 
begin Zen counting to 20.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand and mindfully create a circle. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin Zen counting to 20.

After 3 minutes, say, “Stop,” to end the exercise.

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Highlight:

We had to be very mindful while counting. It can be difficult not to judge ourselves or oth‑
ers when multiple people said a number. Our first goal is to be nonjudgmental; our second 
goal, if we are judgmental, is to notice it, quickly let it go, and throw ourselves back into 
the exercise.

Have students share their observations of the mindfulness exercise. Provide feedback about 
observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can 
observe and describe nonjudgmentally(e.g., I noticed the urge to say a number and then being 
anxious about saying it, I noticed a judgmental thought about myself for saying the same num-
ber as [another student], I noticed stopping with each pause, I noticed a thought about how this 
was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my 
mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, 
I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 16.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with the Model of Emotions

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Homework 16.3. Explain:

This can be a difficult concept to learn, and we are going to deepen our understanding by 
hearing how you did on practicing this skill over the last week.

Ask for any volunteers who would like to share their diagrams with the class. Go through 
one or two complete examples of the homework model with the class. As you are reviewing 
the model of emotions, ask students to generate other possible interpretations of a prompting 
event that could have occurred, and check to see whether this event might have had a differ-
ent emotion- based response.
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Also, ask whether any students had any difficulties with observing and describing an 
emotion that they had over the week. Follow up on any students who did not complete the 
homework, and briefly problem- solve what interfered with the homework completion.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons.

Introduction of Main Ideas (2 minutes)

Review of Handout 17.1. Emotion Regulation: Overview of Skills 
for Changing Emotional Responses

Have the class turn to Handout 17.1. This is an overview handout for the next three skills that 
will be taught. Explain:

In Lesson 16, we learned about all of the different components of an emotion, and we 
learned that by changing one component we can change the response of the entire sys‑
tem. Today we are going to focus on learning how to change two of the components: 
interpretations and actions. We will learn about checking the facts of a situation, and we 
will learn how changing our behavior can also change our emotional responses.

Call on three students to read through each of the descriptions in the handout, or summarize 
them as follows:

•	 Check the facts: Do our interpretations match the reality of the situation?

•	 Opposite action: Changing our behavior can change our emotions.

•	 Problem solving: When our thoughts do fit the facts, we need to solve the problem. 
(This skill will be taught in the next lesson.)

Discussion: Check the Facts (13 minutes)

Review of Handout 17.2. Emotion Regulation: Check the Facts (8 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 17.2. Ask a student to read the first statement in the handout: 
“Many emotions and actions are set off by our thoughts and interpretations of events, not by 
the events themselves.” Explain:

As we learned in the lesson on describing emotions, our thoughts and interpretations of 
an event can affect the way that we respond to that event. Sometimes, though, what 
we are reacting to are not the actual facts of the situation, but our interpretations of the 
event. For example, being mad at a person who ignored you as you walked down the hall 
wouldn’t fit the facts of the situation if the person did not see you.

Ask the class to generate some examples of when someone might be responding to an 
interpretation of the event rather than the facts, or provide one or more of the following 
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examples. Once each example has been provided, have other students generate other possible 
interpretations. Then ask students what different emotions they might experience, based on 
the different interpretations.

Example 1: Your friend Antonio walked past you in the hall and did not say hi (fact). 
This must mean he was mad at you (interpretation 1; emotions: anger, feeling rejected). 
Or he was feeling sick and going to the nurse’s office (interpretation 2; emotion: worry). 
When you see Antonio later, you ask him why he didn’t say hi, and he says he did not see 
you because he was focusing on preparing for a test he was about to take next period 
(fact; emotion: minimal or no emotional response).

Example 2: Your mother tells you to wait a minute while she is talking to your brother 
before you can share some great news with her, and then she doesn’t come back to talk 
to you (fact). Therefore, she doesn’t really care about how you are doing and what’s 
important to you (interpretation 1; emotions: anger, feeling rejected, envy). Or there must 
be something wrong with your brother that she had to attend to (interpretation 2; emo‑
tion: worry, fear). You find out later that your mother ran into the kitchen because she 
remembered she had water boiling on the stove (fact; emotion: disappointment, no other 
emotional response).

Continue:

Faulty beliefs can also affect our emotions. If we have a belief that everyone should be our 
friend or a belief that our best friend should only hang out with us, this belief can cause 
emotional suffering. Another type of faulty belief that people sometimes have is all‑or‑ 
nothing thinking. Examples of this kind of thinking (sometimes also called black‑and‑white 
thinking) are “If I don’t get straight A’s in all of my classes, then I am a failure,” and “If I 
don’t win every game, then I am a terrible athlete.” These absolutes are extreme, and can 
lead to extreme negative emotions.

Now ask a student to read the second point in Handout 17.2: “Our emotions can also have 
a big effect on our thoughts about events.” Explain:

Our emotions also affect how we think about things. When we are sad, happy people may 
seem really annoying; or when we are angry, it may seem like everyone is walking too slow 
or getting in our way. Our emotions influence how we interpret events. And if we are angry, 
those slow‑ moving people may just cause us to be angrier, perpetuating the cycle of angry 
emotions. Knowing the facts is important for problem solving.

Ask the students whether they have any questions so far.
Read through the rest of Handout 17.2 with the students. First, call on volunteers to read 

the “Three Steps to Check the Facts,” and discuss each step in turn.

Step 1: In regard to “What is the emotion I want to change?”, highlight:

In order to change how we are feeling, we need to know what emotion we are feeling. 
How can we know whether we want to change our emotion if we don’t know what we are 
feeling?
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Step 2: In regard to “What is the event prompting my emotion?”, highlight:

It is important to just pay attention to describing the facts of the situation— the who, the 
what, and the where. Notice if you are engaging in any extreme thinking.

Step 3: In regard to “Am I interpreting the situation correctly?”, highlight:

Many of the negative emotions we feel occur because of how we thought about or inter‑
preted an event. We may have a tendency to think about the worst possible outcome. A 
friend may eat lunch at a different table one day and that is the fact, but our interpreta‑
tion that the person doesn’t want to be our friend any more is what leads to feeling sad. 
Checking the facts helps us see the situation more clearly.

Now continue the discussion with the “Additional Questions . . . ”:

The next three questions may or may not apply to each situation. These are additional 
questions to ask yourself as you analyze your thoughts.

In regard to “a”: “Am I thinking in extremes . . . ?”, encourage students to ask themselves:

“Is this really a catastrophe? Is this the end of the world? If the catastrophe did occur, how 
could I cope with it effectively?” Sometimes it helps to ask ourselves what the worst thing 
is that can happen, and then really examine that situation and remind ourselves that even 
then, there still would be other alternatives. Catastrophizing just focuses on the most hope‑
less aspects and doesn’t do any good. People sometimes react to failing a test as if they 
are flunking out of school, or react to being grounded as if they will never get to hang out 
with their friends again, when this isn’t the case. Checking the facts is important.

In regard to “b”: “What is the likelihood of the worst thing happening?”, encourage students 
to ask themselves:

“What’s the likelihood that the worst thing possible will occur? What’s the likelihood that if 
I don’t get to play in tomorrow’s game, my life will be ruined? What’s the likelihood that if 
I can’t go to the party this weekend, I will lose all of my friends?”

In regard to “c”: “Even if the worst were to happen, can I imagine coping well with it?”, say:

Can you imagine yourself coping effectively with the worst possible outcome? In an upcom‑
ing lesson, we will learn the skill of coping ahead. This skill focuses on preparing yourself 
for any possible outcome by imagining yourself coping effectively with it.

Review of Handout 17.3. Emotion Regulation: Examples of Emotions That 
Fit the Facts (5 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 17.3. Explain:

How do we know when our emotions don’t fit the facts? Handout 17.3 is a “cheat sheet” 
we can use to understand when our emotions fit the facts or are justified by the facts.
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This part of the lesson is similar to the earlier lesson about the function of emotions. Going 
through this handout will be the introduction for the skill of opposite action. Because of this, 
you will revisit many of these facts, so do not spend too much time here now and move quickly 
into the class exercise.

ClASS ExErCISE: SMAll‑grouP ACTIVITy WITh hAnDouT 17.3

Have students break up into small groups of two or three students apiece. Assign each group 
one of the seven emotions. Students are to read through the examples of emotions that fit the 
facts on Handout 17.3, and then identify a situation for the identified emotion that fits the facts 
for the emotions. Students should also read the three questions at the bottom of the handout 
to determine whether the intensity and duration of their emotion fit the facts. Below are some 
key points listed about each of the emotions that you may review prior to the activity.

•	 Fear: This emotion fits the facts when an actual threat is present. A perceived threat 
may not fit the facts: “I think I will be teased if I go to the party.”

•	 Anger: This emotion fits the facts when a goal is blocked or when someone you care 
about is being attacked or hurt. However, just because your anger fits the facts, it does 
not mean that you can always act on your anger.

•	 Jealousy: This emotion fits the facts when someone or something is threatening to take 
something important away from you. It may be hard to know for sure when a relation‑
ship is being threatened, and then the more important question to ask is whether acting 
jealous is effective.

•	 Love: This emotion fits the facts when a person, animal, or object improves quality of life 
for you or for those you care about, and has qualities you value. Many abusive relation‑
ships do not fit these facts.

•	 Sadness: This emotion fits the facts when you have lost something or someone very 
important to you.

•	 Shame: This emotion fits the facts when your behaviors lead to public rejection by others.
•	 Guilt: This emotion fits the facts when your behavior goes against your own values or 

moral code.

Allow students to ask questions and share examples of their situations that fit the facts.

Discussion: Opposite Action (15 minutes)

Handout 17.4. Emotion Regulation: Opposite Action to Change Emotions

Have students turn to Handout 17.4. Explain:

Every emotion has an action urge, and by changing our behaviors, we can also change 
our emotions.

Draw only the top set of circles in Figure L17.1 on the board. Explain:

Typically, emotions lead to behavior: We have an emotion, and we behave a certain way. 
When we are angry, our action urge is to attack. When scared, our action urge is to avoid. 
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When sad, our action urge is to withdraw. When feeling shame or guilt, our action urge is 
to hide.

Ask a student to read aloud the action urges for jealousy and love from Handout 17.4. Then 
ask:

Who can share examples of when they had one of these emotions and the accompanying 
action urge?

Allow a couple of students to share, and then say:

We know that if our emotion has an impact on our behavior, then the reverse also may be 
true: Our behavior can have an impact on our emotion.

Now draw the second set of circles in Figure L17.1, with the arrows going in the opposite 
direction, on the board. Explain:

This means you can change your emotion by changing your behavior. For instance, when 
we attack, we may feel angry. Have you ever started yelling at someone, and the more 
you yelled at that person, the angrier you became? This is an example of how our behav‑
iors can escalate our emotions. In the same way, when we avoid, we may feel scared or 
anxious. When we withdraw, we may feel sad. When we hide, we may feel shame or guilt.

Now, is our goal to change our behaviors to cause more painful emotions? No. So 
the skill we are going to engage in to decrease or change our painful emotions is called 
“opposite action.” We are going to focus on acting opposite to the action urge we are 
experiencing in response to our emotion.

Go through each emotion listed under “Emotion → Opposite Action” on Handout 17.4. 
Begin by asking:

What would be the opposite behavior of running or avoiding if you are scared or afraid?

Allow students to answer, then continue.

fIGure l17.1. Diagram of how emotion leads to behavior (top two circles) and how behavior leads 
to emotion (bottom two circles).

Emotion Behavior

Emotion Behavior
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The answer is to approach the thing that makes you scared. Do the thing you are scared 
of over and over again, until you are no longer scared. For example, if someone is afraid 
of nonpoisonous snakes because he or she thinks they are dangerous, making the fear 
unjustified because it doesn’t fit the fact that these snakes actually are not dangerous, 
then the way to decrease that fear is to have the person go toward snakes repeatedly until 
the fear goes down. For some people, the fear may be so high at first that this has to be 
done slowly and gradually— maybe starting with just showing these persons a picture of a 
snake, and working up to them holding the snake. The key is that if the fear is unjustified, 
meaning that it doesn’t fit the facts, then we want to do the opposite action of approach‑
ing the situation over and over again.

Next, ask:

What would be the opposite behavior of attacking when you are angry?

Allow students to answer, then continue.

There are three things you can do. First, gently avoid the person rather than attacking. 
This means not stomping out and slamming the door. Second, take time out, and breathe 
in and out deeply and slowly. This will help reduce your action urge of attacking. Third, do 
something kind for the person, such as making the person’s favorite meal or sending him 
or her a kind and encouraging note. Put yourself in the other person’s shoes, and imagine 
having sympathy or empathy for the person.

Continue:

What would be the opposite behavior of withdrawing when you are sad?

Allow students to answer, then continue.

The answer is to get active with other behaviors and do things you enjoy or make you feel 
confident. Have you ever noticed that when you are sad, you don’t want to do much of 
anything? You may even think, “I am going to wait until I feel better to do something.” 
Well, it is likely that we will be waiting a very long time if we wait for our emotion to change 
on its own.

Go on:

What is the opposite of hiding when you feel shame or guilt and the emotion is unjustified, 
meaning that it does not fit the facts?

Allow students to answer, then continue.

The answer is to repeat the behavior over and over again until you no longer feel guilt or 
shame about it. Remember, this is for only when the behavior is not justified. For example, 
if you don’t raise your hand in class to ask questions because you think the teacher will 



216 iNSTRuCTOR iNFORMaTiON, lESSON plaNS, aND TESTS 

kick you out for not understanding and you feel shame, you are likely to find once you 
check the facts that the shame does not fit the facts. Therefore, we want you to ask a lot 
of questions until you no longer feel shame about asking questions. However, in a situation 
where the shame or guilt is justified, meaning that it fits the facts and you violated your 
own values or the group’s values, then in order to get the emotion to change, you must 
“face the music” and repair what you did wrong.

Instruct students to read the descriptions of Face the Music and Go Public for both 
shame and guilt. Then say:

As you can see with shame and guilt, you must first figure out whether the emotion fits the 
facts to determine if opposite action will work. Opposite action works best when the emo‑
tion does not fit the facts (is not justified) or when acting on your emotions is not effective 
for the situation (remember that effectiveness is a mindfulness skill).

Now read through the sections of Handout 17.4 on jealousy and love with the class.

What is the opposite of trying to control someone, or making verbal accusations of some‑
one, when you are jealous and the emotions don’t fit the facts? In order to actively work on 
decreasing your jealousy, you will have to stop trying to control the other person and give 
him or her more freedom. For instance, don’t spy or stalk the person on social media sites.

What if love is the emotion you want to change because it does not fit the facts? What 
would be the opposite action for love? Typically, when you love someone, you want to be 
around that person and think about him or her all day. However, if love for this person does 
not fit the facts— either because the relationship is truly over, or because it never was as 
strong as you thought it was, or because it is an abusive relationship— then you have to 
practice acting opposite by avoiding the person, reminding yourself about the cons of the 
relationship, and avoiding things that remind you of the person. For example, don’t sleep 
with your ex‑ partner’s t‑shirt at night, or listen to “your” song over and over again.

We can determine whether an emotion fits the facts by referring back to Handout 
17.3.

Now go on to the “Opposite Action Works Best When:” section of Handout 17.4. Have a 
student read point 1 in this section, or say:

Opposite action works the best when the emotion does not fit the facts. For example, if 
you came to class today and there was a tiger in the room, you would be afraid, and that 
fear would fit the facts because there would be an actual threat to your life. Now let’s sup‑
pose that before the next class, the tiger gets taken out of the room, but you come to class 
tomorrow and are still afraid. This time your fear does not fit the facts because there is no 
actual threat to your life. Your fear is understandable, but not justified.

In addition, if an emotion is justified by the facts but not effective for the situation, you 
can use opposite action to change the emotion. Or you can use problem solving (which we 
will learn later on) as the other option.
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Ask:

Who can provide an example of when an emotion might be justified by the facts and not 
effective?

Elicit responses, or say:

Anger is an example of this. Although the anger may be justified by the facts, physically 
or verbally attacking another person is often not the effective solution. Therefore, using 
opposite action to decrease your anger is important even when the emotion is justified.

Now have a student read point 2 under “Opposite Action Works Best When:”, or say:

Opposite action has to be done all the way for it to work—with action, thinking, facial 
expressions, and tone of voice. This means that if you go to a party, opposite action 
doesn’t just mean showing up at the party. You could show up at the party and stand in 
the corner, but that isn’t really going to the party. Doing opposite action all the way would 
mean going to the party and making an effort to talk to people.

Finally go through the seven required steps for opposite action. Have a student read 
these from the end of Handout 17.4, or say:

There are seven main steps to opposite action. First, identify and label the emotion you 
are feeling. Second, identify the action urges associated with your emotion. Third, check 
the facts: Does the emotion fit the facts? Is expressing or acting on this emotion effective? 
Fourth, ask yourself: “Do I want to change my emotion?” This is a key question because 
if you don’t want to change the emotion, then this is not the time to use opposite action. 
There will be times when you want to be able to sit with your emotion and experience it. 
We will learn that in a future lesson.

Fifth, if the answer from the fourth step is yes, then determine the opposite action to 
your emotion action urge. Sixth, do this opposite action all the way. This includes thoughts, 
appearance (eye contact, smiling), and behaviors. Seventh, repeat acting opposite until 
the emotion goes down enough for you to notice it.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Praise the class for doing a great job thinking of so many examples today. Briefly review the 
three key steps for checking the facts, and the seven key steps for taking opposite action. Then 
say:

In the next lesson, we will learn about problem solving in a situation when the emotion 
does fit the facts (is justified). For now, we are focusing on understanding how to deter‑
mine whether our interpretations fit the facts and how to change our emotions by chang‑
ing our behaviors.
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Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 17.5. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Check the Facts

Explain to students that because checking the facts is so important for opposite action, the 
first part of their homework assignment is to get more practice at it. Students should complete 
Homework 17.5 for an emotion experienced over the course of the coming week. Explain:

For this homework sheet, you will ask yourself the same questions we asked during the 
class examples. Your goal is to identify whether your thoughts and interpretations fit the 
facts of the situation. Notice whether your emotion changes if you change your interpreta‑
tions to fit the actual facts of the situation.

Homework 17.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Changing Emotions 
by Opposite Action

Explain that the second part of the homework assignment is to practice opposite action for 
an emotion that students experience during the week and to complete Homework 17.6. Say:

You will walk through the steps of opposite action by identifying the emotion, identifying 
the action urge, deciding whether it fits the facts or not, identifying the opposite action, 
and then doing it all the way. Finally, comment on your emotion after you engaged in 
opposite action all the way.

Remind students that the homework is assigned to help them learn skills, that practice is the 
best way to learn, and that the worksheets are an aid to learning.

Diary Cards

Pass out new diary cards. Highlight that the students have now learned checking the facts and 
opposite action, and that when they practice these skills for their homework, they are to circle 
the days and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that 
they have been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Lesson 17 has focused on teaching the skills of check the facts and opposite action to change 
emotions. We use check the facts to verify whether an emotion fits the facts (i.e., whether 
it’s justified). When the emotion does not fit the facts, we use opposite action to decrease or 
change the emotion. When the emotion does fit the facts, it is time to use the skill of problem 
solving. Today’s lesson focuses on problem solving.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Problem solving is a skill that identifies effective solutions for emotions that fit the facts.
2. It is important to determine what the actual problem is to be solved.
3. How do we problem- solve when an emotion is unwanted, yet fits the facts?

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson
•	 Handout 18.1. Emotion Regulation: Problem Solving
•	 Handout 18.2. Emotion Regulation: Putting Opposite Action and Problem Solving 

Together
•	 Homework 18.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Problem Solving to Change Emo-

tions
2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 

materials.
3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the “Problem solving” skill. Music player device (e.g., CD player, iPod, smartphone), 
with music that is older or novel, is to be played during the mindfulness exercise.

leSSon 18

Emotion regulation
Problem Solving
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PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange the desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing: Listening to novel music (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 17.5. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Check the Facts
�� Homework 17.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Changing Emotions by Opposite Action
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (3 minutes)

�� Four solutions to any problem
�� When the emotion does fit the facts, use problem solving.

•	 Discussion: Problem solving (17 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 18.1. Emotion Regulation: Problem Solving (7 minutes)
�{ Describe the problem situation.
�{ Check the facts.
�{ Identify your goal(s).
�{ Brainstorm lots of solutions.
�{ Choose at least one solution that is likely to work.
�{ Put solution(s) into action.
�{ Evaluate each outcome.

�� Class exercise: Small-group activity with Homework 18.3 (10 minutes)
�{ Small groups work through individual examples of problem- solving steps.

•	 Discussion: Putting it all together to change emotions (10 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 18.2. Emotion Regulation: Putting Opposite Action and Problem 

Solving Together
�{ Summary of opposite action and problem solving for seven emotions
�{ Students generate examples for emotions when emotions fit the facts and when they 
don’t fit the facts.

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� What questions guide you when checking the facts?
�� List the steps of problem solving.

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 18.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Problem Solving to Change Emotions
�{ Practice the steps of problem solving.
�{ If students generated possible solutions to a problem in class, take the next step of put-
ting one solution into action and evaluating outcomes.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observe: Listening to Novel Music (3 minutes)

Prepare the music you are going to play for this mindfulness activity ahead of time, so you can 
start it easily. This should be music that is not popular with your students, so that it represents 
a genuinely novel experience to most of them. It can be music such as instrumental music, 
soundtracks from older films, “soft” jazz, or something similar. Welcome the class and state 
that today’s mindfulness activity will involve a new type of observing. Explain:

Today we will mindfully listen to and observe music. This is most likely not music that you 
would typically listen to or buy. The purpose of this exercise is to let go of judgments and 
listen to the music, noticing pitch, rhythm, melody, volume changes, instrumental arrange‑
ment, and lyrics, or anything else that you may observe while listening. If you notice your 
mind wandering from the music, gently bring it back. If you find yourself having judgments 
(either positive or negative) about the music, just notice each thought as a judgment, let it 
go, and bring your attention back to the music.

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful/wide‑awake position we have often used 
before. Again, this means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, and putting 
our hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will keep our eyes open with a soft gaze, looking 
forward and down, but at nothing in particular. If you notice any urges to move, other than 
blinking or swallowing, notice each urge without acting on it, and return to your breath. 
When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to 
begin the practice. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the practice.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Play the music for 2 minutes; then turn it off and say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Have a couple of students share observations of the exercise in the moment. Provide feed-
back about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a stu-
dent can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g. I noticed the urge to move my body 
to the music, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a 
thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I 
had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s prac-
tice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).
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Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 17.5. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Check the Facts
Homework 17.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Changing Emotions 
by Opposite Action

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Homework 17.5, and ask whether any 
students had difficulty with checking the facts. Review one to three students’ homework, and 
review concepts as needed. Have other students generate additional possible interpretations 
for these students’ examples.

Then move to Homework 17.6, and ask whether anyone had any difficulty with opposite 
action. Again, review one to three students’ homework with the class.

Ask whether there are any additional questions about these two skills, and reinforce 
students for completing their assignments. If any students did not complete the homework, 
troubleshoot what may have been in their way, and ask them how they will complete the 
homework this week.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons.

Introduction of Main Ideas (3 minutes)

Ask:

Who can remember the four solutions to any problem?

Write the solutions on the board as students generate the answers:

1. Figure out how to solve the problem.
2. Change how you feel about the problem.
3. Accept the problem.
4. Stay miserable (or make things even worse).

Explain:

What we learned in Lesson 17 and just reviewed were the skills of check the facts and 
opposite action. Opposite action is the skill to use when your emotion does not fit the facts 
or when it is not effective for the situation. But what do you do when you have an emotion 
that is justified— when the emotion does fit the facts of the situation, and it is not an emo‑
tion that you want to keep? When this occurs, you want to use the skill of problem solving, 
which is what we will learn today. The great thing about problem solving is that it is really 
effective in helping us to change an emotion when it fits the facts—and, in general, it is a 
really useful skill in all parts of our lives when we are faced with any problem for which we 
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need to find a solution. For today’s lesson, we are going to focus on using the problem‑ 
solving skill to change our emotions, but I also want you to think about how you could 
apply the same steps we are going to learn today to any problem you have. In addition, 
remember that what may be a problem for you may not be a problem for your friends; 
these situations and emotions depend on the person.

Discussion: Problem Solving (17 minutes)

Review of Handout 18.1. Emotion Regulation: Problem Solving (7 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 18.1. Explain:

Today we are going to focus on figuring out how to solve the problem. Sometimes it is the 
problem itself that is causing us to have unwanted emotions. And sometimes our emotions 
can keep us from seeing how we can solve a situation. In addition, sometimes we need to 
step back to figure out what the actual problem is that we are experiencing.

For instance, you might identify a problem as “not doing your homework.” And we 
can figure out all the ways to get you to do your homework. However, if not doing your 
homework is actually your solution to the problem and not the problem itself, then we 
might be trying to solve the wrong issue. It might be that your problem is that you get really 
anxious every time you think about doing your homework because you don’t understand it. 
And when you avoid your homework, your anxiety goes away. If that is the case, then we 
need to do some problem solving to figure out how to help you understand the material 
and tolerate some anxiety.

Continue:

There are seven steps to problem solving. We are going to read through each of them one 
by one, and then we will go back and go through several examples together.

Read through the seven problem- solving steps on Handout 18.1, or have a student do so. Then 
go through the example below with the students.

Let’s look at this example. Suppose you want to spend the weekend at a friend’s house, but 
because you haven’t been doing your chores and your last progress report had you failing 
two classes because of incomplete assignments, your parents have said no. They have told 
you that you are going to spend the weekend at home doing chores and completing your 
assignments. You experience the emotion of anger, which fits the facts because an impor‑
tant goal and activity are being blocked. However, attacking your parents would probably 
not be an effective plan. So you might use opposite action to get your anger down when 
you interact with them. Since anger fits the facts because your goal has been blocked, it 
also would be the time to use problem solving to figure out what you can do to overcome 
the obstacle to your goal of hanging out at your friend’s house over the weekend. Over‑
coming this obstacle would also decrease your anger.

First, ask yourself: Can this problem be solved? Do your parents have a history of 
changing their minds if you complete the tasks they are requesting? If no, use radical 
acceptance. If yes, use problem solving.
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Let’s say that today is Monday and that your parents do have a history of changing 
their minds if you complete their goals.

Now go through each of the problem- solving steps with the students, asking for ideas and 
feedback at each step.

1. DESCrIBE ThE ProBlEM SITuATIon

The first step is to describe the problem situation. You want to go to a friend’s house for 
the weekend. Your parents have said no. They have said no because you have failed two 
classes due to missing assignments and because you have not been doing your chores. 
You feel angry and sad, because you are going to miss out on what you think will be a fun 
weekend. Remember that when we describe a problem situation, we want just the facts, 
but that the facts also include the description of our emotional response. The core of the 
problem is that you think you will miss out on a lot of fun with your friends and will be lost 
next week when everyone is talking about it.

2. ChECk ThE FACTS

The second step is to check the facts. Remember from Lesson 17 that there are several 
questions to ask ourselves when we check the facts. Our goal is to determine whether our 
interpretation of the situation fits the facts. The questions we are about to read are brief 
reminders of the steps to use when we check the facts.

Have students read each point, and then discuss each one.

Am I interpreting the situation correctly?

Your parents said you can’t spend the weekend at your friend’s house because of your 
grades and because you have not been doing your chores.

Am I thinking in extremes (all-or- nothing thoughts, catastrophic thinking)?

You are thinking, “I am going to miss out on everything this weekend. I won’t know what 
anyone is talking about next weekend. Everyone will think I am a loser for not being 
around.” The first two thoughts are all‑or‑ nothing thoughts: Not everything is going to 
happen this weekend at your friend’s house, and not everyone will be talking about it. The 
third thought is catastrophic thinking: When other friends have missed something over the 
weekend, you didn’t dismiss them as “losers.”

What is the probability of the worst thing happening?

It seems pretty unlikely that everyone will think you are a loser. But if you don’t get your 
assignments completed, your grades improved, and your chores done this week, it is pretty 
unlikely that your parents will let you go.
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Even if the worst thing happened, could you imagine coping well?

You can say to yourself, “I can keep in touch with my friends through texting and social 
media over the weekend. I can get my assignments completed so I don’t have to miss out 
on the following weekend too.”

Now continue:

If you are still faced with the problem and you still want to get your emotion down, start 
the steps below. It is likely that, although you understand why your parents are saying no 
to you, you still want to go. So let’s go through the next step.

3. IDEnTIFy your goAl(S)

The third step is to identify your goal or goals in solving the situation. In this example, what 
is your goal? Your goal is to get to your friend’s house for the weekend.

4. BrAInSTorM loTS oF SoluTIonS

The fourth step is to brainstorm lots of solutions. “Brainstorming” is the process of gener‑
ating as many possible solutions as you can think of, without judging any of the solutions. 
If you are having a difficult time coming up with possible solutions, ask for suggestions 
from people you trust— people you know will help you to be effective. For example, don’t 
ask a friend who is likely to get you into more trouble. What does it mean not to judge any 
of the solutions?

Allow students to answer. Then continue:

In brainstorming, the trick is to write down anything and everything that comes to mind, 
not judging or throwing away any ideas.

Work with the class to generate solutions. As the teacher, you can model by suggesting 
extreme possibilities if the students are not doing so (e.g., running away, hiring a maid to clean 
the house, bribing your teacher to change your grades), and noting that during brainstorming 
we don’t evaluate until all possible solutions are generated. Other examples of possible solu-
tions might include these: Go to your friend’s house anyway, do housework every day, talk to 
your teacher about extra credit, complete the missing assignments before Friday, run away, 
do a lot of homework during the week. Write all of the suggestions on the board, or have a 
student do so.

5. ChooSE AT lEAST onE SoluTIon ThAT IS lIkEly To Work

The fifth step is to pick at least one solution that you think is likely to work. Now that 
we have generated an exhaustive list of possibilities, we can go through and evaluate them to 
identify solutions that might work. With the class, go through all of the possible solutions and 
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evaluate them as (1) “Yes, this could work” (put a check mark by each of these items); (2) “No, 
this won’t work” (put an X by each of these items); or (3) “This is in between yes and no” (put 
a dash by each of these items). For illustrative purposes here, let’s assume that the class settles 
on “Do housework every day” and “Complete the missing assignments before Friday.” (It will 
need to be determined whether it is possible to complete the missing assignments before Fri-
day; for this example, however, let’s assume it can be done.)

Now draw a four-cell list of pros and cons on the board for the possible solutions (see 
Figure L18.1), and elicit the pros and cons from the students.

Again, pros and cons can be an aid in making a decision. For example, completing all of 
the missing assignments during the week may mean that you will have to miss some after‑ 
school activities this week in order to get everything completed.

Have the students weigh the pros and cons to arrive at a decision. For illustrative purposes 
here, let’s assume that the decision is to complete the missing assignments before Friday.

6. PuT ThE SoluTIon(S) InTo ACTIon

The sixth step is to put the solution or solutions you have chosen into action. What steps 
would need to be taken for “Complete the missing assignments before Friday”? These may 
include making a plan for what assignments are going to be completed daily. With this 
example, it may also include presenting the plan to your parents to see whether they will 
accept the plan and change their minds if all requirements are completed.

7. EVAluATE EACh ouTCoME

The seventh and last step is to evaluate each outcome. Of course, you will have to wait 
until the end of the week to evaluate your outcomes. Did your solution solve the problem? 
Were you able to meet your goals?

If it worked, reward yourself. If not, validate yourself for working so hard, and evaluate 
why the solution may not have worked. In this example, it may have been that complet‑

fIGure l18.1. Four-cell pros-and-cons list for problem solving.

Pros Cons

Using this 
solution

Not using 
this solution
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ing all of the missing assignments in 4 days was not possible, since each assignment took 
longer than you expected. Choose another solution, or move back to radical acceptance 
if the problem can’t be solved.

ClASS ExErCISE: SMAll‑grouP ACTIVITy WITh hoMEWork 18.3 (10 MInuTES)

Instruct students to break into groups of three or four, and to turn to Homework 18.3. Emo-
tion Regulation: Practice with Problem Solving to Change Emotions. Explain:

In your small groups, you are going to spend the next 10 minutes practicing with using 
problem solving. First, each of you should identify a problem that you are having that is 
causing unwanted emotions. Choose one person’s problem to work on, and go through 
the homework sheet together. I especially want you to practice brainstorming solutions 
without evaluating. If you finish with the first person’s problem, go on to the next person’s.

While students are working on this, be sure to walk around and listen to the conversations, 
and provide feedback to students on how they are working through the steps. After 7 minutes, 
ask students to share any observations they made or to ask questions about the process.

Discussion: Putting It All Together to Change Emotions (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 18.2. Emotion Regulation: Putting Opposite Action 
and Problem Solving Together

Have students turn to Handout 18.2. Explain:

Handout 18.2 lists seven emotions, along with the events that would make each emotion 
justified or fit the facts. If the emotion does not fit the facts, different opposite actions are 
listed. If the emotion does fit the facts, different approaches toward problem solving are 
listed. This handout is an excellent summary of what we have been talking about today 
and in Lesson 17. The decision to engage in opposite action or problem solving will depend 
on the facts of the situation.

Read through a few of the emotions with the students, allowing opportunities for questions 
to be asked. As you read through the examples, ask students to generate brief examples of 
situations where the emotion would fit the facts and would be justified, and then examples of 
situations where the emotion would not fit the facts and would be unjustified. If students are 
not able to generate examples, then you should provide examples.

Depending on class time, after a few examples are reviewed, inform students that read-
ing through this handout will be part of their homework. In any case, they should use it as 
guidance for completing Homework 18.3.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Today we reviewed the skill of checking the facts and learned how to use problem solving. 
What are some of the questions you can ask to help you check the facts?
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Allow students to generate the questions to guide them in checking the facts. For guidance, 
use Handout 17.2. Emotion Regulation: Check the Facts.

Am I interpreting the situation correctly? Are there other possible interpretations?

Am I thinking in extremes?

What is the likelihood of the worst thing happening?

Even if the worst were to happen, can I imagine coping well with it?

What are the steps to problem solving?

Allow students to generate the seven steps. For guidance, use Handout 18.1. Emotion Regula-
tion: Problem Solving.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 18.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Problem Solving 
to Change Emotions

Explain:

During the week, you are to use your newly learned problem‑ solving skill for a situation 
that causes an unwanted emotion. Some of you have already started this as part of the 
class exercise. If you have, then you must follow through on the steps of putting your solu‑
tions into action and evaluating your outcomes. Remember that you can use Handout 
18.2. Emotion Regulation: Putting Opposite Action and Problem Solving Together as a 
quick guide to determining whether your emotion fits the facts and whether you should 
use opposite action or problem solving.

Diary Cards

Hand out the new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned problem 
solving, and that when they practice this skill for their homework, they are to circle the days 
and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that they have 
been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Increasing positive emotions, reducing vulnerability to negative emotions, and staying out of 
emotion mind can be accomplished through practice of the skills summarized by the mne-
monic ABC PLEASE. Today’s lesson focuses on the A of ABC PLEASE. The goal of this les-
son is to increase students’ positive emotions in both the short term and long term. The lesson 
focuses on helping students increase their daily pleasurable activities in the short term and on 
teaching students to identify their personal values and their goals for living consistently with 
their identified values over the long term.

mAIn PoInTS

1. The A in ABC PLEASE stands for Accumulating positive emotions.
2. Accumulating positive emotions includes both engaging in daily pleasurable activities in 

the short term and identifying values and goals in the long term.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 19.1. Emotion Regulation: Overview of ABC PLEASE
•	 Handout 19.2. Emotion Regulation: Accumulating Positive Experiences in the Short 

Term
•	 Handout 19.3. Emotion Regulation: Pleasant Activities List
•	 Handout 19.4. Emotion Regulation: Accumulating Positive Experiences in the Long 

Term

leSSon 19

Emotion regulation
The A of ABC PLEASE
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•	 Handout 19.5. Emotion Regulation: Wise Mind Values and Priorities List
•	 Homework 19.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Accumulating Positive Experi-

ences (Short- and Long-Term)
2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 

materials.
3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the “Accumulating positives” skill.

PreParation

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange the desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

Lesson overview and timeLine

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: Storytelling (4 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (1 minute)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 18.1. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Problem Solving to Change Emo-

tions
�{ Sharing with partners
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (3 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 19.1. Emotion Regulation: Overview of ABC PLEASE
�{ What is emotion mind?
�{ ABC PLEASE skills decrease vulnerability to emotion mind.

•	 Discussion: Accumulating positive experiences in the short term (18 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 19.2. Emotion Regulation: Accumulating Positive Experiences in the 

Short Term (8 minutes)
�{ Pleasant activities
�{ Mindful of positive experiences
�{ Be unmindful of worries

�� Review of Handout 19.3. Emotion Regulation: Pleasant Activities List (10 minutes)
�{ Class exercise: Small-group activity with Handout 19.3
�{ Identify and discuss possible pleasant activities to engage in.

•	 Discussion: Accumulating positive experiences in the long term (10 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 19.4. Emotion Regulation: Accumulating Positive Experiences in the 

Long Term (5 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 19.5. Wise Mind Values and Priorities List (5 minutes)
�{ Students identify and prioritize their own wise mind values.
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•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)
�� Why is accumulating positives important to our emotions?
�� Why do we need to accumulate positives in the short term and long term? How?

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 19.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Accumulating Positive Experiences 

(Short- and Long-Term)
�{ Plan a pleasurable activity to complete each day.
�{ Identify and take steps toward wise mind values and goals.

�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: Storytelling (4 minutes)

Welcome the class and introduce today’s mindfulness activity. Explain:

Today we are going to practice another mindfulness exercise that involves participating. 
In other words, everyone in the class will participate fully by doing just one thing in the 
moment. We are going to do what is called “storytelling.”

Here is how this works: We will start telling a story by having each of us say one word 
at a time. We will go around the room in order, each of us adding another word to the 
story. The key here is to practice participating one‑ mindfully by waiting for your turn to 
decide on your word. If you get ahead of the story, the word you choose may not be the 
word you want by the time it is your turn. This may result in judgments or disappointment. 
If that does occur, simply practice noticing it and then throwing yourself back into the 
moment and following the story. We will go around for 2 to 3 minutes, so we can see where 
our story takes us. We will do this exercise standing up and in a circle.

For classes with more than 15 students, you may break the class up into two groups. Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up and mindfully create a circle [or two circles, 
depending on class size]. I will let you take your positions before I say 2. When I say 2, 
that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal for the group to 
begin. I will say the first word.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand and mindfully create a circle. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: I will now say the first 
word.

Say the first word, and then point to the student next to you to continue. (If there is more than 
one circle, appoint a student to begin the second circle.) After 3 minutes, say, “Stop,” to end 
the exercise.
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Describing Observations of the Exercise (1 minutes)

Highlight:

Our first goal in this exercise was to be one‑ mindfully participating in the story by waiting 
for our turn. The second goal was to be nonjudgmental— and if we were judgmental, to 
notice it, quickly let it go, and throw ourselves back into the exercise. What observations 
did you notice during the exercise?

Have students share their observations of the mindfulness exercise. Provide feedback about 
observations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can 
observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed thoughts about where I wanted the 
story to go, I noticed a judgmental thought about myself for a word that didn’t make any sense, 
I noticed stopping with each pause, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last 
week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to 
other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked 
last week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 18.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Problem Solving 
to Change Emotions

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Handout 18.3. Instruct students to break 
into the same small groups they were in when they practiced the problem- solving skills dur-
ing Lesson 18. Walk among the dyads to oversee and answer any questions and provide feed-
back. Explain:

You should each share with your group the problem and emotion that you used for prob‑
lem solving during the week. Discuss the evaluation process, especially with the person 
whose example was worked on in class. It is important that you discuss each of the steps 
and troubleshoot any problems you encountered, along with what effects solving the prob‑
lem had on your emotion.

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Ask for a couple of volunteers to share their experiences of problem solving. With each volun-
teer, specifically go through each of the steps, using the student’s responses as teaching points 
and being sure to highlight how solving the problem affected their emotion. If there was no 
change in emotion, troubleshoot and discuss whether any of the steps in the process have to 
be reevaluated, especially identifying the problem that was causing the emotion.

Follow up with any students who did not complete the homework, and briefly discuss 
what interfered with the homework completion.
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Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons. Comment on the amount of skills use you see marked 
on the diary cards for students.

Introduction of Main Ideas (3 minutes)

Review of Handout 19.1. Emotion Regulation: Overview of ABC PLEASE

Begin by reviewing what it means to be in emotion mind. Ask:

What is emotion mind, and how does it affect us?

Elicit responses, which should be something like this (or say this):

Emotion mind is the state we are in when our emotions are high, and we are making deci‑
sions and engaging in behaviors based on our emotions rather than on our logic or wise 
mind.

Now explain:

All people are prone to emotional reactivity when they are under physical or environmental 
stress. Today and in the next lesson, we are going to learn how to increase our positive 
emotions, such as joy, pride, and self‑ confidence, and how to become less vulnerable to 
negative emotions, such as sadness, fear, and shame.

Have students turn to Handout 19.1. Because this handout is simply an overview of the 
skills that will be taught today and in the next lesson, spend only 1–2 minutes on reviewing 
it. Explain:

ABC PLEASE is a mnemonic, or memory helper, for the skills we will learn in order to 
decrease how vulnerable we are or how likely we are to end up in emotion mind. Today 
we will learn the A of the ABC PLEASE skills, which is Accumulating positive experiences. 
In the next lesson, we will learn the rest of these skills— which include Building mastery, 
Coping ahead with difficult situations, and the PLEASE skills for taking care of the mind by 
taking care of the body.

Ask a student to read the ABC points on Handout 19.1. Then go on:

In life we need to have balance, and one way of increasing our experience of positive 
emotions is to focus on having positive experiences in both the short and long term. An 
absence of pleasurable events will lead to an absence of positive emotions. It is also impor‑
tant to build up the positives because in the scale of life, if we have a buildup of positives, 
a negative that comes along will not tip the scale.
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Discussion: Accumulating Positive Experiences in the Short Term 
(18 minutes)

Review of Handout 19.2. Emotion Regulation: Accumulating Positive 
Experiences in the Short Term (8 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 19.2. Explain:

The A in ABC PLEASE is for Accumulating positive experiences. We do this in both the 
short term and the long term. Short‑term positive events make us happy now, and long‑
term positive events give us a lasting sense of happiness. First we are going to focus on 
how to increase our positive emotions in the short term.

Ask a student to read through “In the Short Term:” section of the handout. Then ask:

How many of you can say that you engage in some type of activity every day that brings 
you joy or pleasure?

Reinforce those who say yes, and emphasize for everyone:

This is the goal of this skill. To make ourselves less vulnerable to emotions such as sadness, 
anger, fear, shame, and guilt, we need to make sure we are engaging in pleasurable activi‑
ties every day in order to increase our positive emotions. Pleasant events are like vitamins; 
you need to take them daily. An absence of pleasant events can increase our sadness or 
other negative emotions.

Add:

It is not effective to think about whether or not you deserve to have pleasant events in 
your life; thinking about deserving is judgmental thinking. We all need to engage in posi‑
tive activities, even if we feel that we do not deserve them. In a few minutes, we will start 
identifying some pleasant events we can all engage in. First, though, let’s finish reading 
through this handout.

Have a student read the “Be Mindful of Positive Experiences:” section of Handout 19.2. 
Then ask:

What do you think all this means? Give me an example of how you would do this.

Since students have reviewed the mindfulness skills twice, this is an opportunity to have 
them generalize their use of the skills. Point out:

Just as it is important to plan pleasant events, it is equally important to be mindful when 
you are engaging in those events. If you are not fully engaged in a pleasant event, the 
event itself will have little effect on your overall emotions.
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Now have a student read through the “Be Unmindful of Worries:” section of Handout 
19.2. Ask:

What do you think this means? What does it mean to be unmindful of worries? Give me an 
example of how you would do this.

Elicit students’ examples. If they have trouble coming up with examples, say:

Being unmindful of worries is like sitting on the beach during a vacation and not think‑
ing about when your vacation will end and how sad or anxious you will be, or if you really 
deserve to be there, or if there is something else you should be doing at the moment. If 
you only focus on when an event or experience will end, or when “the other shoe is going 
to drop,” you may end up missing the moment— and therefore not increasing your positive 
emotions.

Another example is seeing an old friend who is visiting for the day. You have just that 
one day with the friend; you don’t want to waste the day thinking about how he or she is 
leaving tomorrow.

Ask:

Can you remember a time when you were having fun, but then stopped paying atten‑
tion to the moment because you were thinking about when it would end, or whether you 
deserved it, or whether something else was expected of you?

Elicit responses, and then ask:

So what do we need to do in these situations? How can we use our mindfulness skills to 
keep us unmindful of worries and mindful of positive experiences?

Encourage students to share how they will practice focusing on just the activity of the moment, 
and how if they notice themselves thinking about the end or another activity, they will let go 
of those thoughts and bring their attention back to the moment. This is an opportunity for 
students to link the skills practiced in the mindfulness exercises at the beginning of each class 
to use in their daily lives.

Review of Handout 19.3. Emotion Regulation: Pleasant Activities List 
(10 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 19.3. Explain:

The pages of this handout list lots of ideas for things you can do each day to help tip your 
life scale to the positive.

Give students a moment to look over the handout.
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Class ExErCisE: small‑Group aCtivity  
with handout 19.3

Have the students break into groups of three or four. Instruct them:

Read through the list in Handout 19.3, and discuss the activities that you think you would 
enjoy. Circle the numbers of the activities that you think you would enjoy or have enjoyed 
in the past. Even if an activity you used to enjoy is something you don’t think you would 
enjoy any more, circle the number of that activity as well.

Not all activities will be pleasurable for every student, or even effective for every stu-
dent. So this is an opportunity for you to all practice being nonjudgmental and learning 
about activities that you might not think you would enjoy. Of course, you may have valid 
reasons for not thinking you would enjoy some activities. For example, if one of your pets 
just recently died, taking care of your other pets might not be a pleasurable activity for 
you, or if you live in a tropical place, sledding might not be an option. Finally, if there are 
activities that you know you enjoy and they are not listed on the handout, add them in the 
blank spaces at the end.

When students have finished going through the handout, ask for volunteers to share 
what they circled and what they added. Encourage students that if they hear something 
they think they might like, they should add it to their own list. Have students share whether 
they learned about any new pleasant activities from others in their group that they had not 
thought about.

Finally, explain that it is equally important to engage spontaneously in pleasurable activi-
ties and to plan ahead of time to do pleasant events. This list will help with both types of 
engagement.

Discussion: Accumulating Positive Experiences 
in the Long Term (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 19.4. Emotion Regulation:  
Accumulating Positive Experiences in the Long Term (5 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 19.4. Then ask these questions:

•	 How many of you can tell me what your values are?
•	 What are some of your values?
•	 How many of you make decisions on a regular basis that are in line with your values?

Pause after each question and elicit students’ responses. Then say:

On the one hand, it is necessary for us to have positive things that we are going to put 
into our lives right now. On the other hand, it is also important to have goals that we are 
working toward— things that we really want in our lives. We want these goals to be in line 
with our wise mind values.
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Ask a student to read the “In the Long Term:” and “Work toward Goals Based on Your 
Values:” sections of Handout 19.4. Then say:

In a moment, we are going to identify some of our values. Once we know what our values 
are, we can set some goals for ourselves based on our values. In order to reach our goals, 
it is often most helpful to list the steps we need to take in order to accomplish those goals.

Now have a student read the “Pay Attention to Relationships:” section of the handout. 
Ask:

What does this mean?

Allow students to provide explanations, examples of relationships they could repair, or exam-
ples of relationships they should end. Add:

It is important to work toward building and maintaining relationships because relationships 
need attention. Like flowers in a garden, they need to be tended, watered, weeded, and 
fed.

Finally, it is important to avoid avoiding and to avoid giving up. How many of you have 
noticed a time in the past when you are avoiding something, like working on a project or 
talking to a friend who you think is mad at you or avoiding you? The key here is to avoid 
the avoiding of these activities. Mindfully notice when you are doing it, and then take 
opposite action.

Review of Handout 19.5. Emotion Regulation: Wise Mind Values 
and Priorities List (5 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 19.5. Explain:

When we are determining our goals, often we first need to understand and know what our 
values and priorities are. Handout 19.5 is a list of common values that people have. As we 
read through this list, I want you to check off those that you value. Not everyone will share 
the same values, and that is OK. Learning what your values are is extremely important 
when it comes to making decisions and determining courses of action for yourself in dif-
ficult situations.

For example, if your values are to be responsible and to have fun, then you may 
struggle at times to decide between taking the next babysitting job offered to you or 
going to work on the weekend versus going to a sleepover or house party with your 
friends. Then you may have to mindfully identify which value is a higher priority for you or 
which one you haven’t focused on in a while, in order to determine whether you should 
hang out with your friends or focus on working and earning money to help you become 
more independent.

A second example may be that your values are to be a part of a group and to build 
character. So what do you do when your friends start acting in ways that go against 
your wise mind value of building character, such as stealing, using drugs, or bullying? It’s 
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important that you can make sure you are living within your values and recognizing the 
consequences of engaging in behaviors that violate some of your values. Although you 
may prioritize belonging to a group over building character, are you ready to manage the 
consequences of how you feel about yourself if you violate your value of building charac‑
ter? The goal here is to help you to determine whether your actions are within your own 
wise mind values.

Now instruct the students:

Take the next few minutes to read through the values listed on the handout. Determine 
which items are your values. If you have more than one value (which you probably will), 
the next step is to put them in order, with 1 being your highest‑ priority value. Write the 
numbers next to each item once you have identified your values.

Allow 3–4 minutes for students to identify and prioritize values. Then ask:

What do you think the next step is, now that you have determined your wise mind values?

Allow students to answer. Then say:

Once you are able to identify and prioritize your values, the next step is determining 
whether or not you are living your life in a way that is within your own values. If you are 
not, you need to think about what you need to be doing so that you are. This is how you 
identify and set goals. The process of determining goals is important and needs to be 
consistent with your values.

I asked this question earlier, and now that we have started to learn about our values 
some more, I’ll ask it again: How many of you would say that you are living a life that is in 
line with your values and that your goals are in line with your values?

Comment on whether or not the number of raised hands in the room has changed. Allow stu-
dents to discuss, if desired, what has changed for them over the course of this lesson. Then say:

As part of your homework today, you will choose one of your values, and identify goals 
that you have that will help you come closer to living within your own values. Then you will 
determine some small beginning steps you can take to start working toward those goals. 
We will go over the homework in more detail in a few minutes.

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Have the students answer these questions:

•	 Why is accumulating positives important to our emotions?
•	 Why do we need to accumulate positives in the short term? How can we do that?
•	 Why do we need to accumulate positives in the long term? How can we do that?
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Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 19.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Accumulating Positive 
Experiences (Short‑ and Long‑Term)

Explain:

For homework, you are going to focus on accumulating positives in both the short and the 
long term. For the short term, engage in at least one pleasurable activity for each day of 
the next week, and rate your mood before and after each activity, using the scale of –5 
through +5 that is described on the homework sheet.

Ask students for questions about the first part of the homework. Then continue:

For the second part of your homework, from the list of prioritized values you made earlier, 
you are to determine one long‑term goal associated with that value. Then identify the first 
step in reaching that goal that you can take in the next week. Once you have taken that 
first step, describe your experience. It may be helpful for you to list not only the first step 
you need to take, but multiple steps, so that you can identify your path. This will also help 
you to determine whether you need to break down any of the steps into smaller steps.

Ask students for questions about this part of the homework.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned the A in 
ABC PLEASE, and that when they practice this skill for their homework, they are to circle 
the days and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that 
they have been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Lesson 19 has focused on increasing positive emotions, reducing vulnerability to negative 
emotions, and staying out of emotion mind through Accumulating positive experiences in 
both the short term and long term; this is the A in ABC PLEASE. Today’s lesson focuses on 
the remaining BC PLEASE skills. Building mastery is the skill of engaging in activities that 
are difficult but not impossible. By engaging in and completing difficult tasks on a regular 
basis, individuals can increase their overall sense of self- confidence and joy. Coping ahead 
is the skill of using imaginal practice to increase the ability to manage difficult emotions if 
they arise. Finally, the PLEASE skills focus on taking care of the body, such as maintaining a 
balanced diet and eating throughout the day, getting enough sleep, exercising daily, avoiding 
mood- altering substances, and taking care of any physical illnesses. By using the PLEASE 
skills, individuals can decrease their potential vulnerability to painful emotions. The stu-
dents will work together to determine how many of the PLEASE skills they each engage in 
regularly to determine how well they are taking care of themselves in order to decrease their 
vulnerability to emotion mind.

mAIn PoInTS

1. B is for Building Mastery.
2. C is for Coping ahead of time with emotional situations.
3. The PLEASE skills are as follows: treat PhysicaL illness, balance Eating, Avoid mood- 

altering drugs, balance Sleep, and get Exercise. Taking care of your body decreases vul-
nerability to negative emotions.

leSSon 20

Emotion regulation
The BC PLEASE of ABC PLEASE
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mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 20.1. Emotion Regulation: Building Mastery and Coping Ahead
•	 Handout 20.2. Emotion Regulation: PLEASE Skills
•	 Handout 20.3. Emotion Regulation: Food and Your Mood
•	 Handout 20.4. Emotion Regulation: 12 Tips for Better Sleep Hygiene
•	 Homework 20.5. Emotion Regulation: Practicing with Build Mastery, Cope Ahead, and 

PLEASE Skills
2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 

materials.
3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light the “BC PLEASE” skills.

PrePArATIon

1. Prepare a method to display the words to the song “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.”
2. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
3. Arrange the desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: Singing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 19.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Accumulating Positive Experiences 

(Short- and Long-Term)
�{ Sharing with partners
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (2 minutes)

�� B—Build mastery by doing difficult things.
�� C—Cope ahead for difficult situations.
�� Decrease vulnerability to emotions by taking care of your body: PLEASE

•	 Discussion: Building mastery and coping ahead (15 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 20.1. Emotion Regulation: Building Mastery and Coping Ahead
�{ Build mastery— do something difficult each day (5 minutes).
�{ Cope ahead— identify the threat and rehearse a plan (10 minutes).
�� Class exercise: Small-group activity for coping ahead
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•	 Discussion: Taking care of your body to take care of your mind (13 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 20.2. Emotion Regulation: PLEASE Skills (5 minutes)
�{ Treat PhysicaL illness.
�{ Balance Eating.
�{ Avoid mood- altering drugs.
�{ Balance Sleep.
�{ Get Exercise.

�� Review of Handout 20.3. Emotion Regulation: Food and Your Mood (3 minutes)
�{ Keep a food log for 1 week.

�� Review of Handout 20.4. Emotion Regulation: 12 Tips for Better Sleep (5 minutes)
�{ Class exercise: Small-group discussion of Handout 20.4

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� Review ABC PLEASE mnemonic by randomly calling on students.
�� Students share plans to incorporate BC PLEASE skills into their lives.

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 20.5. Emotion Regulation: Practicing with Build Mastery, Cope Ahead, and 

PLEASE Skills
�{ Identify two ways you practiced building mastery.
�{ Practice two PLEASE skills.

�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: Singing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness activity will involve participating. 
Explain:.

We are going to sing mindfully today. All of us have different singing abilities and levels of 
comfort with singing. Today we are going to practice being nonjudgmental of ourselves 
and others, and participate fully in singing a song. The song we will sing is “Take Me Out 
to the Ball Game.”

Either write the words to the song up on the board before the lesson begins, or display them 
on a projector screen. They are as follows:

Take me out to the ball game,
Take me out with the crowd;
Just buy me some peanuts and Cracker Jack,
I don’t care if I never get back.
Let me root, root, root for the home team,
If they don’t win, it’s a shame.
For it’s one, two, three strikes, you’re out,
At the old ball game.
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Tell students:

Take a brief moment and imagine yourself singing the song with 100% participation, one- 
mindfully, and without judgment.

Allow students about 15 seconds to imagine this, and then continue:

If you find yourself having judgmental thoughts about the exercise, such as “This is stu-
pid,” or judgmental thoughts about yourself, such as “I am terrible at this,” just notice the 
thoughts, let them go, and return to the exercise.

Remember that as the teacher, you are the role model for 100% participation, so you may want 
to practice singing this song prior to the class so that you can ensure you are throwing yourself 
in completely— regardless of what the class does! Now go on:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up and take a mindful position. When I say 2, that’s 
the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to begin singing. We will 
stop and sit back down when the song is over.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand up. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin singing.

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

State:

This is the kind of activity that moves fast, and if you stopped to have a judgmental 
thought about yourself, or someone else, or the activity, then you were no longer present 
in the moment, and the song was just about over. You may have missed the moment. This 
is what is meant by participating: being fully engaged, throwing yourself completely into 
what you are doing in the moment.

Have a couple of students share an observation in the moment. Provide feedback about obser-
vations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can observe 
and describe nonjudgmentally (.e.g., I noticed judgments about singing, I noticed a thought 
about how this was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensa-
tion . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this 
could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfort-
able so had to move . . . ).
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Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 19.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Accumulating Positive 
Experiences (Short‑ and Long‑Term)

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS

Have students take out their completed copies of Homework 19.6. Divide the students into 
dyads, and instruct them:

Share with your partners the pleasant activities that you engaged in during the week, plus 
your goals and action steps taken. The partner who is not sharing at the moment is to ask 
whether the partner experienced any changes in his or her emotions during the week by 
accumulating more positive experiences or working on long‑term goals.

Remind the class that adding pleasant activities and long-term goals helps to change emotions 
a little bit at a time. Students should not be discouraged if they did not notice any dramatic 
changes in their emotions over the course of the week.

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Bring the class back together as a whole to review the long-term goals. Ask:

Who would like to share a long‑term goal with the class?

Follow up by asking what the student’s first step in achieving the goal was and whether he or 
she has taken this first step.

Check in with students to see whether any of them had difficulty engaging in a pleasur-
able activity each day or completing their first action step. Reinforce students for completing 
their assignments, and add:

After the homework review, we are going to move on to the next set of skills. It is important 
that you don’t stop working on your goals just because we are moving on to another skill. 
I want you to keep working on engaging in daily pleasurable activities, as well as working 
toward your long‑term goals and ensuring that they are in line with your values.

Troubleshoot with any students who did not complete the homework what may have been 
in their way and how they will complete the homework this week.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons. Comment on students’ use of skills during the week, 
to reinforce them for completing their diary cards and using skills. Encourage students who 
have low skill use ratings to practice weekly, and remind them that only with practice will the 
skills become more helpful and automatic.
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Introduction of Main Ideas (2 minutes)

Say:

Stressors can lead to vulnerability to negative emotions and emotion mind. Last week we 
learned the A of ABC PLEASE, and this week we are going to learn the BC PLEASE skills, 
which give us more ways to decrease our vulnerability.

You already know that A stands for Accumulating positive experiences. B is for Build‑
ing mastery— that is, doing things that make you feel competent and effective. C is for 
Coping ahead of time with emotional situations by rehearsing a plan.

This week we will also learn how to take care of our minds by taking care of our 
bodies with the PLEASE skills. PLEASE is a mnemonic (memory helper) for the following: 
treat PhysicaL illness, balance Eating, Avoid mood‑ altering drugs, balance Sleep, and get 
Exercise.

Discussion: Building Mastery and Coping Ahead (15 minutes)

Review of Handout 20.1. Emotion Regulation: Building Mastery and Coping 
Ahead (5 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 20.1. Explain:

Having confidence or a sense of competence, and being prepared for difficult emotional 
situations, will decrease your likelihood of experiencing negative emotions and will increase 
your use of skills in difficult situations. The next two skills will focus on each of these things: 
building confidence and competence (B), and preparing for difficult emotional situations 
(C).

BuIlDIng MASTEry

Begin by stating:

It is important to do things that build a sense of confidence, control, and competence. This 
is what we call “building mastery.”

Have a student read through the first section in Handout 20.1, “Build Mastery.” Then say:

There are two types of mastery activities you can engage in. The first type consists of 
activities that you may not enjoy while you are doing them (compared to pleasurable 
activities); however, once you have accomplished these tasks, you feel better. For example, 
you may not enjoy cleaning your room, but when you are done and you walk into a clean 
room, your emotions are more positive, and you feel better about your room and yourself. 
What other examples of this type of mastery can you think of?

Elicit other examples from students: writing papers, athletic team practices, cleaning, orga-
nizing a school activity or function, cooking a meal, and so on. Then continue:
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The second type of mastery activities consists of activities that leave you feeling effective 
and in control; they build confidence. Sometimes these activities are the same ones as we 
just gave examples for. The goal of this skill is to plan at least one activity a day to help 
build that feeling, to give you a sense of accomplishment. The trick is to plan something 
that is difficult and still possible. It is not very helpful to do extremely difficult or impossible 
things or things that are really easy to do. It needs to have an element of achievement. 
You want to plan for success, not failure. You can gradually increase the difficulty of what 
you are doing over time.

Ask students what things in their daily lives provide a sense of this sort of mastery. Be sure 
to highlight:

Mastery does not have to be a large event or reaching a huge goal. Mastery also does not 
necessarily have to be anything school‑ related. You can feel a sense of mastery from put‑
ting together a great outfit, doing an awesome makeup job, fixing your hair in a way that 
looks really good, making a tasty meal, solving a puzzle, or getting to the next level on a 
video game. These things may be difficult and also give you a sense of accomplishment. 
The key is to increase the level of difficulty gradually over time.

Have students fill in the blank for point 1 of “Build Mastery” on Handout 20.1.

CoPIng AhEAD (10 MInuTES)

Explain:

Coping ahead of time with a situation that is likely to prompt an intense unpleasant emo‑
tion is like rehearsing for a big event. You want to plan ahead so that you can cope effec‑
tively with the situation. You also want to plan ahead because some situations may raise 
your emotions so high that you forget your skills. It is extremely important to ask yourself, 
“What’s the threat? What am I most worried will happen?” This is often what we want to 
cope ahead for: the threat.

Athletes practice for a game or an event just the same way you want to practice for 
a stressful situation. If athletes are unable to get out to practice physically, they practice 
in their heads, with mental or imaginal rehearsing. It has even been found that in some 
cases, athletes who practiced in their heads by using imagery performed just as well as 
those athletes who got out and physically practiced. Imagining an activity affects many 
of the same brain regions as actually engaging in the activity does. The key is not only 
to practice the situation going really well, but, more important, to imagine the situation 
not going well and then rehearse how you will skillfully respond to it. It is like prepar‑
ing for the best‑case and worst‑case scenarios, so that you are ready for anything that 
occurs. For instance, if Olympic divers focus on how to recover after a poor jump on the 
board, that may be helpful in regulating emotions for the next dive—but if what they are 
most fearful of is that the audience or their coaches will negatively judge them or they 
will judge themselves, then that may be the biggest threat, and the divers will want to 
prepare for that.
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Knowing about imaginal practicing is good news for you since you most likely are not 
going to practice for a stressful event by engaging in an actual “practice” of the stressful 
event. Doing it in your head works just as well!

ClASS ExErCISE: SMAll‑grouP ACTIVITy For CoPIng AhEAD

Have students get into groups of two or three. Instruct them:

I want everyone to think of something coming up in your future that you may have dif‑
ficulty dealing with effectively, and that you may need coping ahead for.

Elicit an example from one of the students. Using this example, read through the “Cope 
Ahead of Time . . . ” section of Handout 20.1, and explain each of the four steps for coping 
ahead. After each step, have students work for 2–3 minutes in their small groups to talk about 
their own examples and walk through the steps.

For Step 1 (“Describe a situation that is likely to create negative emotions”), highlight:

This is where multiple skills are coming together. We need to describe the situation non‑
judgmentally, and then use the skill of check the facts. Check the facts and describe the 
situation and emotions involved. Be sure to describe not only what the situation is, but also 
the different ways that you think you may react when it occurs. Ask yourselves, “What’s 
the threat?”

For Step 2 (“Decide what coping or problem- solving skill you want to use in the situa-
tion”), say:

We haven’t learned all of the skills yet, but of the ones we have learned, which ones would 
you use? Write it out.

For Step 3 (“Imagine the situation in your mind as vividly as possible”), say:

It is important to note that you need to imagine yourself in the situation, like divers who 
imagine the perfect dive that they are going to do. The divers do not imagine watching 
themselves; the divers see themselves in that situation. Imagine how you would cope effec‑
tively with the best and worst possible outcomes and the intense emotions. Talk it through 
with your group.

For Step 4 (“Rehearse in your mind coping effectively”), ask:

Do you think we need to do any troubleshooting? What might get in the way of your coping 
effectively in the moment?

Troubleshoot the class example, and have students troubleshoot in small groups. Add:

Let’s go back to our example of the divers. They see the water, feel their bodies on the 
board, and feel how they are going to hold their bodies throughout the dive, while the 
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whole audience watches from the side of the pool. The divers will imagine being really 
anxious on top of the board and imagine using coping skills to manage that anxiety. The 
divers will also imagine getting to the top of the board and feeling excited, and using cop‑
ing skills to manage those emotions as well.

Explain:

It is important to understand that this skill is different from problem solving, which helps 
to avoid the worst possible outcome. Cope ahead is planning how to be skillful in case the 
worst possible outcome does occur.

Discussion: Taking Care of Your Body to Take Care of Your Mind 
(13 minutes)

Review of Handout 20.2. Emotion Regulation: PLEASE Skills (5 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 20.2. Explain:

These are important skills for everyone to practice— adults, teenagers, parents, and teach‑
ers. All people need to be aware of how they are taking care of their bodies and how their 
bodies affect their minds and their vulnerabilities to negative emotions.

When people think they have been exposed to a virus, they might take supplements 
such as zinc or vitamin C in order to boost their immune systems and lower their vulner‑
ability to catching the virus. This is how the PLEASE skills are used: They are like emotional 
vitamins and minerals. Taking care of your body makes you less vulnerable to negative 
emotions.

Name the PLEASE skills: treat PhysicaL illness, balance Eating, Avoid mood- altering 
drugs, balance Sleep, and get Exercise. As you discuss the skills, encourage students to bring 
up personal experiences with each one, and to highlight how much better they felt when they 
attended to each of the skills.

TrEAT PhySICAl IllnESS

Point out:

Being sick lowers your resistance to negative emotions. It is important when you are sick 
to take care of your body.

Ask:

How many of you have ever been sick during the week, and there was a big party or game 
on Saturday that you really wanted to attend? You may have not felt completely better by 
Saturday, but you went to the event anyway. Did you notice that you may have been a bit 
more irritated or withdrawn than you usually would have been? This could be because you 
were more vulnerable to experiencing negative emotions, due to being sick.
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BAlAnCE EATIng

Say:

It is important to try to eat the amounts and kinds of foods that help you feel good—not 
too much, and not too little. Eating too little can cause negative effects to your body and 
mind, like feeling weak or getting a headache. Eating too much can also cause negative 
effects to your body, like feeling sluggish or getting a stomachache.

Have any of you ever noticed that you are more irritable when you are hungry or 
haven’t had anything to eat in a while? This can be due to low blood sugar, and, again, 
it leaves you vulnerable to experiencing negative emotions. After we finish going over the 
PLEASE skills, we will go into more detail about steps toward healthier eating.

AVoID MooD‑AlTErIng DrugS

Explain:

Alcohol and other drugs, like certain foods, can lower resistance to negative emotions. 
Alcohol is a depressant, which also lowers inhibitions, and lowering inhibitions can lead to 
quicker emotional reactions. Just think about a fight that occurs at a house party where 
people have been drinking. In addition, most people don’t think of caffeine as a mood‑ 
altering drug, but it is. Caffeine will affect your mood by increasing adrenaline, cortisol (a 
stress hormone), and dopamine (a brain chemical), all of which can give you an energy 
boost or create an agitated state, but then lead to an energy fall and emotional low. Caf‑
feine also affects your sleep.

If you do drink coffee or caffeinated beverages daily, you may notice that when you 
don’t have any caffeine, you feel more agitated, shaky, or lethargic. Once you have caf‑
feine, those feelings go away. This can be also due to the fact that many people have caf‑
feine addictions, and those symptoms you experience are withdrawal symptoms. There‑
fore, when you then have the caffeine, you are taking away your withdrawal symptoms.

BAlAnCE SlEEP

Continue:

For teenagers, sleep can be a large problem because some teens have a tendency to 
stay up too late— working on homework, texting, following social media, or talking on the 
phone. School starts very early in the morning, and not going to bed and getting enough 
sleep can leave you particularly vulnerable to negative emotions. On the other hand, get‑
ting too much sleep can leave you feeling lethargic and depressed. Adolescents need 8–10 
hours of sleep a night.

Therefore, it is important to identify the amount of sleep you need to be fully func‑
tioning the next day. Then, based on when you have to wake up in the morning, you can 
determine the time you need to be in bed to sleep at night. This can be really hard, but it 
is really important to helping manage your emotions. In a few moments, we will also talk 
in more detail about how to get more sleep.
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gET ExErCISE

Explain:

Exercise, done consistently, functions as an antidepressant. It also helps to reduce stress 
and can boost the immune system. Regular exercise can also build mastery. Too much 
exercise, though, can overexert the body and stress the immune system. Balanced exercise 
is the key—at least 20 minutes a day of exercise.

Review of Handout 20.3. Emotion Regulation: Food and Your Mood 
(3 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 20.3. Ask a few students to read aloud Steps 1–5. Ask students 
to consider the following questions:

How many of you think you already eat a balanced, healthy diet? How many of you think 
you need some help in improving your diet?

Add:

Whether you already think you eat a healthy diet or need help, one way either to confirm 
that your diet is healthy or to improve it is to start a food diary. This means keeping track 
of everything you eat every day for at least 1 week. Once you have observed what you 
are eating, you can describe how it fits into a balanced diet and start to consider changes. 
Then make one or two small changes at a time.

Ask for volunteers to share any ideas of things that they plan to change in their eating habits.

Review of Handout 20.4. Emotion Regulation: 12 Tips for Better 
Sleep Hygiene (5 minutes)

ClASS ExErCISE: SMAll‑grouP DISCuSSIon oF hAnDouT 20.4

Have students get into groups of three. Then have them turn to Handout 20.4. Reemphasize 
the importance of the need for teenagers of getting a good night’s sleep, and continue:.

Read through the 12 tips in your small groups and discuss the tips with which you have 
difficulty. How could you improve your sleep habits?

Ask whether there are any questions or ideas that students are now going to try at night. 
Explain:

Because teenagers have such a difficult time with balancing sleep, we are going to spend 
a few minutes creating a plan for getting to sleep. Think about the things that you just 
read, and then write down what you plan to change. Some ideas might be not having a 
caffeinated soda before bed, or turning off your phone so you will not be distracted by text 
messages, or creating a new schedule for nighttime that will get you to bed earlier.
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Once you have completed your sleep plan, look over the other PLEASE skills (treating 
physical illness, balancing exercise, and avoiding mood‑ altering drugs). Discuss with your 
group how you can or will incorporate these skills into your schedule.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Call on students to review what the letters ABC PLEASE stand for and why they are impor-
tant. Have students volunteer to share their plans to incorporate the BC PLEASE skills into 
their lives as the lesson summary today.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 20.5. Emotion Regulation: Practicing with Build Mastery, 
Cope Ahead, and PLEASE Skills

Review the different parts of Homework 20.5 with the students. Explain:

Planning ahead to use your skills increases the likelihood that you will practice them and 
complete your homework. Take a minute to decide which two ways you will build mastery, 
and which two PLEASE skills you will focus on practicing this week. In addition, you may 
use the example for coping ahead you discussed today, or you can decide on another situ‑
ation for practicing the skill this week.

Suggest also:

For the PLEASE portion of the homework, in addition to just checking off which PLEASE 
skills you practiced, you may make a note of what you did specifically for that skill.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned the BC 
PLEASE skills, and that when they practice these skills for their homework, they are to circle 
the days and rate their skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that 
they have been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Mindfulness of current emotions is also known as the “wave” skill. It is similar to the skill of 
mindfulness of current thoughts (allowing your mind), except that this one focuses on allow-
ing your emotions. Mindfully experiencing an emotion, without pushing it away or holding on 
to it, is called “riding the emotion wave” by focusing on body sensations. This is the opposite 
of the distraction skills of ACCEPTS. As important as it is to be able to distract ourselves from 
our emotions at times, it is also important to be able to sit with and experience our emotions 
without pushing them away. Finally, this lesson also wraps up the entire Emotion Regulation 
module by revisiting the model of emotions and mapping each of the emotion regulation skills 
onto the model.

mAIn PoInTS

1. At times it is effective to distract ourselves from our emotions, and at other times it is just 
as important to be able to sit with our emotions and allow them to come and go.

2. The specific emotion regulation skills are applicable to each component of the model of 
emotions.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 21.1. Emotion Regulation: The Wave Skill— Mindfulness of Current Emotions
•	 Handout 21.2. Emotion Regulation: Review of Skills for Components of the Emotion 

Model
•	 Homework 21.3. Emotion Regulation: Practicing the Wave Skill

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

leSSon 21

Emotion regulation
The Wave Skill—Mindfulness of Current Emotions
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3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class. If possible, high-

light “Wave skill.”

PrePArATIon

1. Draw the original emotion regulation diagram (the model of emotions; see Handout 16.1) 
on the board.

2. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
3. Arrange the desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observe: Noticing urges (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 20.5. Emotion Regulation: Practicing with Build Mastery, Cope Ahead, and 

PLEASE Skills
�{ Sharing with partners
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (4 minutes)

�� Experience an emotion without distracting or pushing away.
�� Opposite of distracting with the ACCEPTS skills

•	 Discussion: Mindfulness of current emotions (16 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 21.1. Emotion Regulation: The Wave Skill— Mindfulness of Current 

Emotions (11 minutes)
�{ Experience your emotions.
�{ Practice mindfulness of emotional body sensations.
�{ Remember: You are not your emotions.
�{ Don’t judge your emotions.

�� Class exercise: Eye contact with a partner (5 minutes)
•	 Module overview (10 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 21.2. Emotion Regulation: Review of Skills for Components of the 
Emotion Model
�{ Identify skills to use for each component of the model of emotions.

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� When to use ACCEPTS versus the wave skill

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 21.3. Emotion Regulation: Practicing the Wave Skill
�{ Practice the wave skill and identify strategies used on homework sheet.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observe: Noticing Urges (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness activity will involve observing. Explain:

Today for our mindfulness exercise, we are going to notice our urges. Before any action, 
there is an action urge. We often believe that our behavior happens so quickly that we 
do not even notice the precipitating urge. For example, you may have the thought that if 
you have an itch, then you must scratch. Mindfulness, however, teaches us that we can 
notice thoughts, feelings, and urges to engage in a behavior without having to act upon 
the urges. So today we are going to practice simply noticing our urges without acting on 
them. During the practice, you are going to focus on noticing any urges that you may 
have: urges to open or close your eyes, to shift your position, to scratch an itch, or to do 
something else. For this practice, we are going to begin with following our breath. Then we 
will notice any urges that arise, and continue to observe the urges without acting on them. 
Tolerate the urges, and do not engage in the behaviors. If the urge goes away, you can 
bring your attention back to your breath and then notice if another urge arises. As with all 
of our mindfulness exercises, if you notice the urge to blink or swallow, you can allow it, as 
those urges are natural.

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful/wide‑awake position we are pretty famil‑
iar with by now. As usual, this means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, 
and putting our hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will keep our eyes open with a soft 
gaze, looking forward and down, but at nothing in particular. If you notice any urges to 
move, other than blinking or swallowing, notice it without acting on it, and return to your 
breath. When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the sig‑
nal to begin the practice and start observing any urges that arise. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Have students observe for 2 minutes, and then say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Have several students share an observation about any urges, emotions, or sensations that 
occurred. Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement con-
sists of something a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed the 
urge to cross my legs, I noticed the urge to look around, I noticed I had memories about 
a past event, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a 
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thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I 
had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s prac-
tice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 20.5. Emotion Regulation: Practicing with Build Mastery, 
Cope Ahead, and PLEASE Skills

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS

Divide the students into dyads. Explain:

Each of you will share with your partner the two ways that you built mastery during the 
week and an emotional situation with which you coped effectively. Discuss any difficulties 
you had and any successes you had.

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Ask:

Let’s go through some examples that you all completed. Who can share how they built 
mastery this week?

Provide corrective feedback as needed, and reinforce students for doing homework and par-
ticipating. Then ask:

Who practiced coping ahead this week?

Again, provide corrective feedback as needed, and reinforce students for participating. 
Finally, review the PLEASE skills with the class by talking through one skill at a time and 
asking for examples from the class.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons. Comment on the amount of skills use you see marked 
on the diary cards for students.

Introduction of Main Ideas (4 minutes)

Explain:

Today we will learn how to allow ourselves to experience emotions like a wave by being 
mindful of how they begin, build to a peak, and then go down— without trying to control 
them.
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Ask:

How many of you allow yourself to feel all of your emotions all of the time?

Elicit responses, and then go on:

In the Distress Tolerance module, we learned the importance of using our ACCEPTS skills 
to distract ourselves from painful emotions. If we are supposed to distract ourselves skill‑
fully, why should we also pay attention to our emotions and let them hang around?

Allow students to generate answers before continuing:

On the other side of the dialectic, it is equally important to be able to sit with and experi‑
ence emotions without pushing them away. Many times in our lives, we may have been 
told not to be anxious about something, or someone may have said that even though we 
are sad, we still have to do something. From this, we may have learned the need to push 
emotions away through either distraction or avoidance. What we may not have learned is 
that it is just as important to allow ourselves to be sad or anxious and that we can tolerate 
those emotions as well. A moderate amount of anxiety can be quite effective in motivat‑
ing us to complete different tasks; however, we have to be able to tolerate that moderate 
amount of anxiety. Today’s lesson will focus on how to tolerate and experience emotions 
by focusing on them rather than distracting ourselves.

Add:

Toward the end of the lesson today, we will also return to the diagram of the components 
of emotions that we used at the beginning of the module. This time, we will take a more 
thorough approach to viewing it.

Discussion: Mindfulness of Current Emotions (16 minutes)

Review of Handout 21.1. Emotion Regulation:  
The Wave Skill—Mindfulness of Current Emotions (11 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 21.1. State:

Mindfulness of our emotions is important, so that we can both notice and experience an 
emotion without trying to control it, either by holding on to it and making it last longer or 
by trying to push it away. Ignoring or suppressing emotions does not make them go away; 
they just come back later, sometimes more strongly. In other words, we need to practice 
radically accepting our emotions, just as we practiced radical acceptance of other things 
when we went through the Distress Tolerance module. “Mindfulness of current emotions” 
is allowing emotions to occur without trying to push them away or making them stronger.

Ask the class:
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Which two mindfulness skills do you think we will want to use if we are going to be mindful 
of our emotions?

Elicit these answers: observe and describe. Then go on:

Remember what we discussed about suffering and pain when we learned about radical 
acceptance? Pain is inevitable, but suffering is optional. So mindfulness to current emo‑
tions is about learning to allow the pain. We all know that at points in our lives we are going 
to feel sad, angry, or anxious, and we need to be able to tolerate having those emotions.

Now ask:

If you are going to practice observing and describing your emotions, what will you be 
observing?

Elicit these answers: thoughts, physical sensations, and urges. Then continue:

We have already learned the distress tolerance skill of mindfulness to current thoughts, 
which focuses on observing and describing our thoughts, so today we are going to focus 
on observing our physical sensations and urges. By being able to observe and describe 
these different components, we can gain distance from our emotions— and, ultimately, 
this can help us to have an easier time with problem solving. The more we allow ourselves 
to experience emotions, the more we will also be teaching our brains that emotions are not 
something to fear. How many of you have ever had thoughts like these cross your mind: 
“Emotions are for the weak,” “I can’t stand feeling sad,” “I don’t do emotions,” and so on?

Allow students to answer and provide examples. Then say:

By becoming mindful of your emotions, you can begin challenging some of these myths 
and allowing yourself to feel.

ExPErIEnCE your EMoTIonS

Have a student read the bullet points in the first box in Handout 21.1. Ask:

Have any of you ever experienced an intense emotion, and your first reaction was to push 
it away and forget about it or distract from it?

Gather answers and examples from students, and then ask:

What happened when you tried to push it away? Was it helpful in the short term? Was it 
helpful in the long term?

Again, elicit examples. Then explain:
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As we learned with the ACCEPTS skills in the Distress Tolerance module, it is useful to 
distract yourself from your emotions at times. The problem comes in when you distract 
yourself from your emotions all the time. When you are just about to take a test, and you 
have just found out that your boyfriend or girlfriend is breaking up with you, then this 
would be a good time to distract. However, at the end of the day when you get home and 
nothing is pressing on you for a period of time, it will be important to allow yourself to be 
sad, embarrassed, angry, or whatever emotion you are experiencing. Again, think of emo‑
tions as waves: They come and they go. Just let your emotion flow. By exposing yourself 
to emotions, you will find that they are not catastrophic and that you can manage and 
tolerate them. The key here is allowing yourself to experience the emotions and physical 
sensations without acting on them.

Continue:

What is the hardest part of an emotion to tolerate? For many people, the most uncomfort‑
able parts of the emotion are the physical sensations associated with the emotion— the pit 
in the bottom of the stomach, the tension in the shoulders, or the heaviness in the chest. 
Have you ever noticed that when you are trying to get away from an emotion, you are 
often trying to get away from your thoughts and your body sensations?

PrACTICE MInDFulnESS oF EMoTIonAl BoDy SEnSATIonS

Ask a student to read the bullet points in the second box in Handout 21.1. Explain:

Practicing mindfulness of your emotional body sensations will allow you to experience an 
emotion. It is a way of not blocking out or suppressing an emotion by focusing fully on the 
physical sensation of it. The physical sensation of an emotion is one of the most prominent 
ways in which we experience emotions.

I am now going to ask you a series of questions. On your handout somewhere, I want 
you to answer these questions.

Allow students a few moments to write down their answers between questions.

•	 When you are anxious, where do you feel it in your body?

•	 When you are sad, where do you feel it in your body?

•	 When you are excited, where do you feel it in your body?

•	 When you are angry, where do you feel it in your body?

Ask students to share their answers. Then ask:

Do you always like those sensations in your body? Often it can be those physical sensations 
that make us feel uncomfortable, and we want to avoid those sensations by avoiding our 
emotions. So if you can learn to experience and tolerate the sensations, you can also learn 
that you can experience and tolerate your emotions. As a result, you will be more likely 
to allow an emotion to come in, go up, and then go down like a wave, while not pushing 
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it away and inadvertently making it last longer or get stronger. Remember, research tells 
us that emotions only last for a total of about 60–90 seconds. And the reason they seem 
to last so much longer is because of continual refiring of neurons in our brains. It can be 
thoughts, images, or behaviors that are causing the refiring of an emotion. So by mindfully 
focusing all of our attention on the physical sensations and effectively distracting from our 
thoughts and images, we are also stopping the continual refiring and allowing ourselves to 
experience the sensations and ride the wave.

rEMEMBEr: you ArE noT your EMoTIonS

Ask a student to read the bullet points in the third box in Handout 21.1. Explain:

You do not have to act on every emotion that you experience. Remember that when we 
learned the components of the model of emotions, we discussed that there is a difference 
between an emotion action and an emotion action urge. You can have the emotion and 
tolerate the urge to act on it. You are not your emotions.

Don’T juDgE your EMoTIonS

Ask a student to read the bullet points in the fourth box in Handout 21.1. Explain:

Accepting your emotions allows you to do something about them. By allowing yourself to 
accept and experience your emotions, you decrease the likelihood that you will experience 
emotional suffering. Remember, radical acceptance is a way of decreasing suffering. We 
don’t have to be afraid of experiencing emotions. We can embrace them and recognize 
that emotions are inevitable, so we must learn to experience them rather than push them 
away.

ClASS ExErCISE: EyE ConTACT WITh A PArTnEr (5 MInuTES)

Have students get into pairs, preferably with someone who is not a close friend. State:

In a moment we are going to practice mindfulness of current emotions. I want each of you 
to notice the physical sensations that arise within your body, notice any urges to move or 
look away from the other person, and don’t act on the urges. Notice any judgments, and 
then let them go and bring your attention back to the practice and noticing your emotions 
(sensations).

Continue:

When I tell you to, I want you to stand up and put about 6–12 inches of space between 
you and your partner. Then you are to look directly at your partner and hold eye contact 
with the partner throughout the practice. Often, when we hold eye contact with another 
person in close proximity to us, a variety of emotions may arise. Remember to observe 
each emotion as it arises, notice any urges to look away, laugh, smile, etc., and tolerate 
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the urges, without acting on them. Experience the emotion like a wave, going up and then 
down. Let go of any judgments and accept the emotion. Focus on your body sensations.

Now begin the exercise. Have students maintain the eye contact for 1–2 minutes, and 
then ask them to sit down when the time is over. Instruct students to take a moment to observe 
and describe the experience to themselves, and to write this down.

Have a few students share what they noticed. If any students had difficulty with the exer-
cise, go over what they struggled with and what they could practice in order to use this skill in 
the future. Highlight whether any students comment on noticing an urge to look away in order 
to avoid some aspects of the emotion (e.g., physical sensations, thoughts, urges). Emphasize 
that being able to continue making eye contact rather than avoiding it is practicing mindful-
ness to current emotions.

Module Overview (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 21.2. Emotion Regulation: Review of Skills 
for Components of the Emotion Model

Have students turn to Handout 21.2. State:

This diagram looks similar to Handout 16.1, which we examined at the beginning of this 
module. Now you can see the specific skills that apply to the components that are part of 
the emotional experience. Let’s go over the model of emotions and review the skills that 
are most useful for each component. Notice that although many of these are skills you 
have learned in the Emotion Regulation module, some are skills you learned in the Distress 
Tolerance module.

Have students look at Handouts 16.1 and 21.2 side by side. Or draw or post the original dia-
gram on the board, and refer back to it as you read through Handout 21.2. Encourage the class 
to ask questions about any points that they may be confused about. Emphasize how useful it 
will be for them in their day-to-day lives to have a firm grasp and understanding of where to 
apply which skills.

As you go through Handout 21.2, ask students to generate examples of how they would 
use each skill with each component of the model. Or use the examples listed below. Proceed 
as follows by drawing each component on the board in the order detailed below:

Reduce emotional vulnerability factors by using the PLEASE skills.

Examples:

Focus on making sure you eat three to five nutritional meals per day in order to feel less 
agitated and emotionally sensitive. Get enough sleep and nutrition the night before a big 
game or prom, so that you are less emotionally sensitive.

Change thoughts about the event by using check the facts and using mindfulness of cur-
rent thoughts.
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Example:

You saw your boyfriend talking to another girl after school, and you thought he was flirt‑
ing with her. Check the facts to find out what was really going on: She was telling him the 
homework assignment for a class he missed earlier in the day.

Deal with emotion‑ generating events (“Prompting Events 1 and 2” in the model) by using 
ABC skills and problem solving.

Example:

You are really scared and angry, because you failed the last three chemistry tests and 
you are not sure if you are going to pass. The emotions do fit the facts. Problem solving 
would be to tell your parents and hire a tutor or get extra help from the teacher or another 
student.

Reduce body changes and physical sensations and tolerate action urges by using TIP, the 
wave skill, and other crisis survival strategies.

Example:

Your father just told you he doesn’t feel like driving you over to your friend’s house after 
you spent an hour getting ready. You want to scream and throw things across your room. 
The wave skill would include mindfully focusing on those urges and riding them out like a 
wave, without distracting from them—just simply and painfully watching them. If you were 
not able to tolerate those sensations or urges and were in jeopardy of making the situation 
worse, you can use the TIP skills.

Change your emotional reactions (“Expressions, Actions, Behaviors” in the model) by tak‑
ing opposite action.

Example:

You just broke up with your girlfriend and you are really sad, so you don’t want to go out 
and do anything. Opposite action would be making plans with friends or family members 
for the weekend to do something fun.

Put names to emotions (“Emotion Name” in the model) by describing emotions.

Example:

You just found out that your boyfriend was accepted into a summer school program in 
another state. He will be there for 3 weeks, and you won’t be able to see each other. You 
are not sure how you feel about it. You think it is great that he was accepted, but you also 
think that he will meet a lot of people there and be too busy to think about you. Maybe you 
are both happy and scared. You can look at the list of different emotions in Handout 16.2 
and figure out which one matches your current thoughts and body sensations.
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Tolerate Consequence of Actions by using distress tolerance skills. Depending on the situ‑
ation, determine if crisis survival or accepting reality skills are needed.

Example:

You have plans to go to a concert with your friends this weekend and have been planning 
this for months. Your parents just told you that your aunt is very sick, and the family is 
going to visit her for the weekend because this may be the last chance to see her and you 
won’t be able to go to the concert. You may need to practice crisis survival skills so that 
you don’t start engaging in behaviors that get you in trouble or make things harder on your 
parents. And you may need to practice radical acceptance that you won’t be able to go to 
the concert and allow yourself to be sad about that.

Finally, reemphasize:

We all have emotions; they are natural parts of being human. Emotions are hard‑wired 
into our brains. Even if we try to deny or ignore an emotion, our bodies still know that it is 
there. We cannot prevent having an emotion. Emotions happen for a reason— an emotion 
has to be triggered— but the automatic thoughts and interpretations that accompany the 
emotion do not make it a fact. As you can see, when you are having a negative emotion, 
there are many points at which you can use skills to intervene by stopping or decreasing 
the emotion once it starts or by stopping the unwanted emotion from even starting in the 
first place.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

After congratulating the class for completing the Emotion Regulation module, ask for a volun-
teer to review what it means to use the wave skill. Then ask:

When should you distract with the ACCEPTS skills versus be mindful of your emotion with 
the wave skill?

Elicit responses, or say:

In the moment that you are struggling with the urges to act on your emotion and you are 
afraid you will make things worse, use the ACCEPTS skills. In small increments, at first, 
you may start practicing being mindful to lower‑level emotions, so you can observe and 
describe the sensations that accompany an emotion. Sometimes it is safer to allow yourself 
to experience an emotion when you know you are with a trusted person like a parent or 
close friend, who will keep you from acting impulsively on your emotion.
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Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 21.3. Emotion Regulation: Practicing the Wave Skill

Instruct students:

At some time during the week when you have an emotion, follow and complete Homework 
21.3 for practicing mindfulness of current emotions, also known as the wave skill. Check 
off on the homework sheet how you practiced mindfulness of current emotions. The sheet 
lists several strategies that you can use to practice the wave skill.

Ask a student to read the strategies to the class.

Diary Cards

Hand out the new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned mind-
fulness of current emotions or the wave skill, and that when they practice this skill for their 
homework, they are to circle the days and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card 
(along with the other skills that they have been taught). Remind students that the Emotion 
Regulation Test will be given in the next lesson, so they should also be studying all of their 
emotion regulation skills.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.



 264 

Summary

This lesson includes a mindfulness exercise, homework review, and a brief time to answer 
questions from the students about the mindfulness and emotion regulation skills. The stu-
dents will spend the majority of the class time on taking the Emotion Regulation Test. The 
purpose of the test is for students to demonstrate what they have learned in this module and 
to assess for any areas of weakness that may need further review.

materialS

1. There are no handouts for this lesson.
2. Emotion Regulation Test (make enough copies for the whole class).
3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board as needed.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class.
5. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 

materials.

PreParation

1. Arrange desks as usual for taking exams.
2. Review the Emotion Regulation Test in order to be able to answer any questions students 

may have.

leSSon overview and timeline

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observe/wise mind: Breathing in “Wise,” breathing out “Mind” (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 21.3. Emotion Regulation: Practicing the Wave Skill
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards

leSSon 22

Emotion Regulation
Emotion Regulation Test
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•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Diary cards

•	 Module and test review (5 minutes)
•	 Administration of test (28 minutes)

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observe/Wise Mind: Breathing in “Wise,” Breathing out “Mind” (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and introduce the mindfulness exercise.

Today, since it is the day for our module exam, we are going to do a mindfulness exercise 
we have done before to observe our breath and access wise mind. We are going to try to 
find that still point within us, focusing on the present moment. We are going to breathe the 
word “Wise” in and the word “Mind” out. So breathing in, say to yourself, “Wise”; breath‑
ing out, say, “Mind.” Speak slowly in your mind, using the entire breath. Fold your entire 
attention into each word as you say it. Again, if thoughts come up, notice them and then 
just let them go, returning to your breathing.

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful/wide‑awake position we know 
pretty well by now. This means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, and 
putting our hands in our laps. This time, we will keep our eyes open with a soft gaze, look‑
ing forward and down, but at nothing in particular. If you notice any urge to move, other 
than blinking or swallowing, notice it without acting on it, and return to your breath. When 
I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to begin the 
practice. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end it.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Have students breathe for 2 minutes, and then say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Have several students share an observation about accessing wise mind or observing their 
breath as they breathed the words. Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring 
that each statement consists of something a student can observe and describe nonjudgmen-
tally (e.g., I noticed a sense of centeredness in my body, I noticed I forgot the words, I noticed 
the urge to cross my legs, I noticed the urge to look around, I noticed I had memories about 
a past event, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a 
thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I 
had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s prac-
tice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).
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Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 21.3. Emotion Regulation: Practicing the Wave Skill

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Have the students take out their completed copies of Homework 21.3. Review the homework 
with the class as a whole by first asking for volunteers who completed the homework. Ask 
these students:

Please share the emotion you were experiencing and what strategies you used to practice 
mindfulness of current emotions. What was your experience in riding the wave of your 
emotion?

As students share the strategies used, involve other students by asking who used similar strat-
egies and allowing them to share as well. Then check with other students who completed the 
homework and used different strategies. End the review by highlighting:

As we learned last week and you practiced last week, there are several different strategies 
you can use to practice the wave skill. The ultimate goal is to allow yourself to experience 
an emotion without either pushing it away or acting on it.

Follow up with any students did not complete the homework and briefly discuss what 
interfered with homework completion.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each student 
over the course of several lessons. Comment on the amounts of skills use you see marked on 
the diary cards for students. Encourage students who have low skills use to practice weekly, 
and remind them that only with practice will the skills become more helpful and automatic.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Distribute new diary cards to the students. State:

You have now learned all of the core mindfulness, distress tolerance, and emotion regula‑
tion skills. Circle the skills you practiced on the diary card this week.

Module and Test Review (5 minutes)

Answer students’ questions about the skills presented in the Emotion Regulation module (and 
remind them that the test will also include a few questions about the Mindfulness module). 
Remind them that the next two lessons return to reviewing the core mindfulness skills.

Administration of Test (28 minutes)

Administer the Emotion Regulation Test.
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SummAry

Mindfulness skills are central to other skills, which is why “refresher” lessons on these skills 
are interspersed with the other modules in DBT STEPS-A. Today’s lesson focuses on lead-
ing the class through a wise mind practice and then generating both small- and large-group 
discussions about the importance and use of wise mind. Furthermore, students will have one 
final opportunity to generate and discuss difficult situations that they may be experiencing in 
reasonable or emotion mind and solutions for accessing wise mind.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Mindfulness is learning to be in control of our own minds.
2. There are three states of mind: reasonable mind, emotion mind, and wise mind.
3. Mindfulness skills require regular practice.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 3.3. Mindfulness: Practicing Wise Mind
•	 Homework 23.1. Mindfulness: Getting into Wise Mind

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Three to four tennis balls (or balls of a similar type) for the mindfulness exercise. If the 

class has more than 14 students, you may want to form two groups; in this case, you will 
need six to eight balls.

5. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class.

leSSon 23

Mindfulness
Wise Mind Review
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PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder. In addition, review 
teaching points in Lessons 3 and 13 on mindfulness and wise mind.

2. Make enough copies of Figure L23.1 to hand out to small groups of students.
3. Arrange the desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (7 minutes)
�� Participating: Group juggling (5 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Test review (10 minutes)
•	 Introduction of main ideas (3 minutes)
•	 Discussion: Wise mind (25 minutes)

�� Review of the three states of mind (3 minutes)
�{ Class exercise: Is this wise mind? (5 minutes)
�{ Class exercise: Small-group discussions and presentations (17 minutes)

•	 Lesson summary (2 minutes)
•	 Homework assignment (3 minutes)

�� Handout 3.4. Mindfulness: Practicing Wise Mind
�� Homework 23.1. Mindfulness: Getting into Wise Mind
�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (7 minutes)

Participating: Group Juggling (5 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness exercise will involve participating. 
Explain:

Today we are going to do group juggling as a form of participating. This is how this exer‑
cise will work: I will say a person’s name, and throw the ball to him or her. That person will 
pick another student (who does not have to be the student next to him or her), say that 
student’s name, and throw the ball to him or her. That person will pick another student, 
say his or her name, and then throw the ball. We will not throw the ball to someone who 
has already had it thrown to him or her. Once everyone has been thrown the ball, we will 
go through the process again: Each person will throw to the same person as before, saying 
that person’s name before throwing the ball. But this time I will add a second ball, and on 
the next round I will add a third. If someone drops the ball, anyone else can pick up the 
ball and start again by throwing the ball to the next person.
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If you find yourself having judgmental thoughts about this exercise, such as “This is 
stupid,” or judgmental thoughts about yourself, such as “I am terrible at this,” notice the 
thoughts, let them go, and return to the activity.

If there are more than 14 students in your class, divide the class into two groups and 
run the practice simultaneously in both groups. For this exercise, as the teacher you will not 
participate if there is more than one group. Instead, you will mindfully observe so that you 
can add a second ball to both groups after one rotation and a third ball after another rotation. 
Continue:

First, let’s go around the circle and all say our names, just to be sure that we all know each 
other by now.

Once all group members have introduced themselves, explain:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up and quietly move into a circle [or two circles, 
depending on the number of students]. I will let you take your places before saying 2. 
When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to 
begin the group juggling. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end it.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself quietly into a circle. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin juggling.

After the ball has gone to each person in the group one time, then add a second ball after the 
first ball has been thrown to a few people in the second round. Then add a third ball and a 
fourth ball at appropriate intervals as well. Stop the exercise after 2 minutes.

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Have a couple of students share an observation in the moment. Provide feedback about obser-
vations as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can observe 
and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed judgments about my throwing or catching, I 
noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , I 
noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of 
thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I 
noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Test Review (10 minutes)

Return the graded Emotion Regulation Tests to students. Review any commonly missed ques-
tions and clarify the answers through group discussion. Repeat this process for any additional 
questions students have.
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Introduction of Main Ideas (3 minutes)

State:

Mindfulness is learning to be in control of our own minds, instead of letting our minds be 
in control of us. It is about putting our minds where we want them to be.

Ask students to provide their own explanations of mindfulness. The goal is to generate answers 
such as these: being present in the moment; paying attention on purpose, controlling where 
we focus our minds, and being aware of what we are experiencing right now. Then ask:

Please share examples of when and how you have practiced mindfulness since the DBT 
STEPS‑A curriculum began. How have these examples been different from how you were 
doing things in the past?

Discussion: Wise Mind (25 minutes)

Review of the Three States of Mind (3 minutes)

Ask students to name the three states of mind (reasonable mind, emotion mind, and wise 
mind). Draw the circle diagram of these three states on the board. Then ask:

Who can define each state of mind and the differences between the three states?

Elicit students’ responses, and elaborate on these as necessary:

Reasonable mind is cool, rational, logical, calculated, and task‑ focused. Emotion mind 
is when your emotions are in control— when they influence and control your thinking, 
behavior, and urges to do or say things. Facts and logic are not important, and there is no 
balance of reason to your emotions. Wise mind is intuitive; it’s a balance of emotion and 
reason. Wise mind is the part of each person that knows and experiences truth. It is almost 
always quiet. It is where a person knows something in a centered way.

ClASS ExErCISE: IS ThIS WISE MInD? (5 MInuTES)

Students should clear their desks. State:

It is important to practice mindfulness every day. It will work best if you find a mindfulness 
exercise that fits for you. Today we are going to briefly practice another wise mind exercise 
for about 3 minutes.

If you think 3 minutes will be too long for many of your students, then begin with 2 minutes. 
If you think your students can practice for longer periods of time, then increase the time to 4 
or 5 minutes. Or say:
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When you practice at home, you may choose to begin with practicing for 3 minutes, but 
ideally you will want to build up to longer stretches of time. It is important to know that it is 
more effective to sit every day for 3–5 minutes than to sit once per week for 30 minutes.

Now continue:

In previous lessons, we have practiced breathing in the word “Wise” and breathing out 
the word “Mind.” Today we are going to practice asking wise mind a question and wait‑
ing for the answer. This exercise is item 4 on Handout 3.4. Practicing Wise Mind. When 
you breathe in, you will ask yourself, “Is this [action, thought, behavior, plan, etc.] wise 
mind?” When you exhale, you will listen for the answer that comes from within yourself. 
Don’t force the answer; listen for it. With each inhale, ask the same question and listen 
for the answer. If no answer comes today, then try again another time, until your answer 
does come from your wise mind. For example, when I go out to dinner tonight, just before 
I order my meal, I might ask myself, “Is my dinner choice a wise mind decision?” and then 
I would wait for the answer before I order. Any questions?

Go on:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful/wide‑awake position we are familiar with 
by now. This means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, and putting our 
hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will keep our eyes open with a soft gaze, looking 
forward and down, but at nothing in particular. If you notice any urges to move, other than 
blinking or swallowing, notice each urge without acting on it, and return to your breath. 
When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to 
begin the practice. After 3 minutes, I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the practice.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Have students breathe for 3 minutes, and then say, “Stop.” Then ask students to share their 
observations of this practice:

Which students heard a wise mind answer to their question? Please share.

Let these students respond, and then ask:

Who did not hear any answer? Will you continue to practice this until you do?

ClASS ExErCISE: SMAll‑grouP DISCuSSIonS AnD PrESEnTATIonS (17 MInuTES)

Divide the students into four or five groups, depending on class size (approximately five peo-
ple per group for large classes). Each group will work through a set of discussion questions 
listed in Figure L23.1.
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Then the members of each group should work together to create a scenario for the last 
item in Figure L23.1 and generate solutions to accessing wise mind. After 10 minutes, each 
group will present its scenario and solutions to the class. Allow other groups to provide feed-
back and additional suggestions.

As time allows, continue the large-group discussion with the first six questions on the list. 
Answers are provided for questions 1 and 3 only because those two questions have specific 
answers.

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Repeat that mindfulness is being aware of the present moment and putting our minds where 
we want them to be. Then ask:

How do you know for yourself when you are in emotion mind? How will you get yourself to 
reasonable mind or wise mind?

FIGURE L.23.1. Questions for small groups.

•	 Does everyone have a wise mind?

Answer: Yes, sometimes it takes practice finding and listening to your 
Wise Mind.

•	 What practice exercises are helpful to you in reaching wise mind?

•	 Do you always want to be in wise mind?

Answer: No, you don’t always have to be in Wise Mind; sometimes it 
is helpful to be in reasonable mind, especially when we are working on 
something that needs a lot of focus and logic. Sometimes, you want to 
experience your emotions and enjoy them. The key is to not live in the 
extremes of Emotion Mind or Reasonable Mind.

•	 What are your biggest struggles in finding wise mind?

•	 When do you think it is the most difficult to access wise mind?

•	 What do you think would help you to access wise mind?

•	 Create a scenario of when it might be really hard to notice that you are in 
emotion mind or reasonable mind and what you would do to get to wise 
mind. Describe what both reasonable mind and emotion mind would look 
like. What strategies did you use to access wise mind? What would wise mind 
look like?

From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by 
James J. Mazza, Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 
The Guilford Press. Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use 
with individual students (see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see 
the box at the end of the table of contents).
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Homework Assignment (3 minutes)

Handout 3.4. Mindfulness: Practicing Wise Mind
Homework 23.1. Mindfulness: Getting into Wise Mind

Instruct students:

For the next week, you are to do any of the other practice exercises from Handout 3.4 for 
homework at least three times during the week, for 3–5 minutes each time. You are to 
check off the box next to the exercise each time you complete a practice. Furthermore, 
please answer the questions in Homework 23.1 about one situation in which you experi‑
enced emotion mind, one in which you experienced reasonable mind, and one in which 
you experienced wise mind.

Diary Cards

Distribute the new diary cards to the students. Remind them that they now know all of the 
mindfulness, distress tolerance, and emotion regulation skills. Instruct them to circle the days 
and rate their use of these skills for the week on the diary card.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

This lesson focuses on briefly reviewing the “what” and “how” skills. Specifically, it includes 
a review of the different types of judgments (discriminant and evaluative) and a focus on 
observing and describing. Students will role-play different scenarios, while the rest of the 
class practices observing and describing what they see nonjudgmentally. This lesson is the last 
time the class reviews the mindfulness materials.

mAIn PoInTS

1. Mindfulness skills are divided into the “what” and “how” skills.
2. The “what” skills are observing, describing, and participating.
3. The “how” skills are nonjudgmentally, one- mindfully, and effectively.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Homework 24.1. Mindfulness: Observing, Describing, Participating Checklist
•	 Homework 24.2. Mindfulness: Nonjudgmentalness, One- Mindfulness, Effectiveness 

Checklist
2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 

materials.
3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards ready to distribute at the end of class.
5. A scented candle, preferably with a strong scent (e.g., evergreen or cinnamon), for the 

leSSon 24

Mindfulness
“What” and “How” Skills Review
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mindfulness exercise. If necessary because of open-flame restrictions, substitute a strong 
air freshener.

6. Class exercise scenarios, each written on an individual sheet of paper, to be distributed to 
dyads during lesson for role plays.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder. In addition, review 
teaching points in Lessons 4, 5, and 14 on the “what” and “how” skills.

2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 
other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing: Scent (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Handout 3.4. Mindfulness: Practicing Wise Mind
�� Homework 23.1. Mindfulness: Getting into Wise Mind
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (5 minutes)

�� Review “What” and “How” skills
•	 Discussion: Nonjudgmental stance (5 minutes)

�� Evaluative judgments
�� Discriminant/differentiating judgments

•	 Class exercise: Dyadic role-play scenarios (20 minutes)
�� Practicing observing and describing nonjudgmentally

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� Purpose of the “What” and “How” skills
�{ To be able to observe and describe which state of mind we are in, especially if we are 
in emotion mind.
�{ To increase our ability to be mindful of the moment.
�{ To keep us actively engaged in the present moment.
�{ To help us stay focused on our long-term goals.

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 24.1. Mindfulness: Observing, Describing, Participating Checklist
�{ Practice three “What” skills.

�� Homework 24.2. Mindfulness: Nonjudgmentalness, One- Mindfulness, Effectiveness 
Checklist
�{ Practice three “How” skills.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing: Scent (3 minutes)

Have the scented candle lit (or use the air freshener if it is not possible to light a candle in the 
classroom because of open-flame restrictions) before the students arrive. Welcome the class 
and state that today’s mindfulness activity will involve observing. Explain:

Today we are going to do an observing exercise where we focus on our sense of smell. 
We are going to let go of any distractions and nonjudgmentally observe the smell of this 
scented candle [or air freshener]. We are going to just notice the emotions, thoughts, and 
sensations that arise. If you find yourself having judgments, either positive or negative, 
about the scent, just notice each thought as a judgment, let it go, and bring your attention 
back to the scent.

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful/wide‑awake position we know quite well 
by now. This means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, and putting our 
hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will keep our eyes open with a soft gaze, looking 
forward and down, but at nothing in particular. If you notice any urges to move, other than 
blinking or swallowing, notice it without acting on it, and return to your breath. When I 
say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to begin the 
practice and start observing the scent of the candle. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the practice.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

Have students smell the candle (or air freshener) for 2 minutes, and then say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Have several students share an observation about the scent of the candle (or air freshener), or 
about the thoughts, emotions, or sensations that they had. Provide feedback about observa-
tions as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can observe and 
describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed thoughts about a campfire come up, I noticed I had 
memories about a past event, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, 
I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other 
thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last 
week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).
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Homework Review (10 minutes)

Handout 3.4. Mindfulness: Practicing Wise Mind
Homework 23.1. Mindfulness: Getting into Wise Mind

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Have students take out their copies of Handout 3.4 and Homework 23.1. State:

Wise mind is the synthesis of reason mind and emotion mind.

Go around the class and ask several students to share with the class what they practiced for 
wise mind from Handout 3.4. As students share their practice exercises, ask whether other 
students practiced the same exercise. If so, were their experiences similar or different? Be 
sure to elicit a variety of different exercises from students who share their homework. In addi-
tion, ask some students to share their examples of reasonable mind, emotion mind, and wise 
mind from Homework 23.1.

After a student has shared his or her mindfulness practice, inquire about any observa-
tions that the student may have noticed while practicing or any changes in his or her life dur-
ing the week related to having been in wise mind.

Troubleshoot with any students who did not complete the homework what may have been 
in their way and how they will complete the homework this week.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons. Comment on the amounts of skills use you see marked 
on the diary cards for students. Encourage students who have low skill use to practice more, 
and remind them that only with practice will the skills become more helpful and automatic.

Introduction of Main Ideas (5 minutes)

State:

Today’s lesson is going to be all about the “what” and “how” skills. For the final time in 
this curriculum, we will review these skills.

Ask a student volunteer to name the three “what” skills (what to do to be in wise mind) and 
the three “how” skills (how to do the “what” skills). Write the words on the board as they are 
listed:

What How
Observe Nonjudgmentally
Describe One‑ mindfully
Participate Effectively
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Call on different students to describe each of the six skills. Allow students to assist one another 
if the main points from Lessons 4 and 5 (Handouts 4.1 and 5.1) are not covered. Review in 
more detail any of the “what” and “how” skills that students may not understand.

Discussion: Nonjudgmental Stance (5 minutes)

Explain:

Today we are going to focus on practicing the skills of observing, describing, and partici‑
pating nonjudgmentally.

Ask the class: What are the two types of judgments that can be made? This is an important 
distinction that we want to review.

Elicit from students that the two types are evaluative or evaluating judgments and discrimi-
nant or discriminating/differentiating judgments.

Evaluative Judgments

Remind students of the points below if not generated:

Judgments as evaluations are based on opinions, ideas, and values, and are not based on 
fact or reality. Often these judgments describe things as “good or bad,” “valuable or not 
valuable,” “right or wrong.” Evaluative judgments can often be considered a shorthand 
way of describing something. For example, we can label a piece of fruit “bad” as a way of 
explaining that it is inedible, brown, and full of bugs.

Discriminant/Differentiating Judgments

Continue:

Discriminant/differentiating judgments are based on the facts of reality. They determine 
whether or not two or more things are the same or different, or whether or not something 
meets a predetermined set of standards. For example, a judge discriminates by stating 
whether something is within the boundaries of the law or against the law. A teacher dis‑
criminates or judges whether an answer on a test is correct or incorrect. This is not a judg‑
ment of “good or bad”; it is simply a statement determining whether or not something fits 
within certain predetermined parameters. Discrimination is based on facts and essential to 
life. We do not want to get rid of discriminating judgments. Remember we also discussed 
in Lesson 5 that discriminant judgments are based on a set of established standards, such 
as laws. This should not be confused with judging people as good versus bad or discrimina‑
tion against others based on race, gender, age, or sexual orientation.

Now state:
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The goal of taking a nonjudgmental stance is to decrease the number of evaluative judg‑
ments we make. We want to get rid of the judgmental thoughts that are based on our 
perceptions or opinions, rather than on facts in reality. For example, I hate olives. I think 
they are bad. “Bad” is my evaluative judgment. To others, olives are great. Rather than 
describe them as “bad” or “great,” we want to describe that they are “soft or firm,” “black, 
green, or purple,” “salty,” and so on.

Class Exercise: Dyadic Role‑Play Scenarios (20 minutes)

Explain to students:

You are going to split up into pairs. I am going to give each pair a scenario to role‑play for 
the class. While the students in each pair are role‑ playing their scenario, the rest of you are 
going to practice observing and describing what you see nonjudgmentally by writing down 
what you see. Once all the scenarios have been acted and you have all written down your 
observations after each scenario, we will discuss them as a class.

Now ask students to pair off. Once they have done so, assign each dyad one of the scenar-
ios listed below. Depending on the size of the class, some dyads may need to be assigned the 
same scenario, or you can develop additional scenarios. Each dyad will act out a scenario. The 
remaining students will then practice writing down and describing nonjudgmentally what 
they observe.

Once students write down their observations after each scenario, the class will begin 
discussing what they observed as a group. For example, a student may state, “I observed 
that Billy was really angry at Andy.” Ask this student, “How do you know Billy was angry? 
What did you observe?” Guide students in making observations such as “His hands were 
clenched,” “His voice was raised,” “His face was tense,” or “His eyes were staring directly at 
Andy.”

Discuss how these actions together may be interpreted as anger, and that, as with all 
interpretations, we have the possibility of being wrong; this possibility intensifies the need to 
check the facts in any situation. Furthermore, be sure to highlight that we also cannot observe 
a person’s intent (e.g., “He was trying to push my buttons,” “She is trying to make me feel 
guilty,” “He is just acting like he does not know what I am talking about”).

Use the number of students in the class to determine how much time will be allowed 
for acting and discussing each scenario. The scenarios are as follows; again, you may develop 
additional scenarios as needed.

•	 There is a big math test tomorrow, and you haven’t studied for it at all because you have 
been so busy lately. You beg your best friend to let you cheat off him or her on the test, because 
if you fail, your parents will punish you and you won’t be able to go to your best friend’s birth-
day party next week.

•	 You just arrived home from school, and you are so excited to tell your parents about the 
A you earned on your biology test. Your parents are really proud of you.
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•	 You just arrived home from school, and you are so excited to tell your parents about the 
B you earned on the biology test. Your parents are disappointed that you didn’t earn a better 
grade.

•	 You and your friend Marisa have both been talking about trying to be skinny and 
restricting what you eat. When you start telling your friend that you think you ate too much 
today, she says she thinks it is unhealthy for you to be supporting each other in unhealthy 
behaviors, and she wants your conversations to focus on recovery and healthy eating.

•	 You and your partner have been dating for 2 months, and you really want to move 
beyond kissing. You start telling your partner why becoming more sexually active with each 
other will make your relationship so much better. Your partner is resistant and scared you will 
break up.

•	 Your teacher asks you to stay after class to discuss your grades and tells you that you 
will never get into a good college if you don’t get your act together and start studying. You get 
angry at the teacher and say that you don’t care what he or she thinks about you.

•	 Your teacher asks you to stay after class to discuss your grades and tells you that he or 
she is afraid you might fail the class if you don’t start turning in your assignments. The teacher 
is trying to be supportive and help you problem- solve. You get embarrassed and worried that 
you are going to fail.

•	 You are hanging out at your boyfriend’s or girlfriend’s house, and he or she is watching 
a sports game on TV. You don’t care about the game, and you are trying to have a conversation 
about what happened at school with your friends on Friday. Your boyfriend or girlfriend is 
ignoring you, and you think it means that he or she doesn’t really like you.

•	 You hear that another person has been flirting with your boyfriend or girlfriend, and 
you are really angry. You confront this person. The other person reacts in an angry and defen-
sive manner and says that you are wrong because they were only studying together.

•	 You hear that another person has been flirting with your boyfriend or girlfriend, and 
you are really angry and hurt. You confront this person. The other person reacts in a surprised 
and apologetic manner and states that they were only studying for their exam together.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Congratulate students for their excellent role plays and practicing their mindfulness skills. 
Ask:

What is the purpose of practicing these “what” and “how” skills?

Elicit answers such as these:

•	 To be able to observe and describe which state of mind we are in, especially if we are 
in emotion mind.

•	 To increase our ability to be mindful of the moment.
•	 To keep us actively engaged in the present moment.
•	 To help us stay focused on our long‑term goals.
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Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 24.1. Mindfulness: Observing, Describing, Participating Checklist
Homework 24.2. Mindfulness: Nonjudgmentalness, One‑Mindfulness, 
Effectiveness Checklist

Explain:

You are to practice at least three of the exercises listed on Homework 24.1 and three of 
the ones listed on Homework 24.2, and report back next week. Consider these questions: 
Are you able to be more mindful of both your internal experiences and the things around 
you with more practice? What impact, if any, on your day‑to‑day experiences has practic‑
ing and increasing your ability to be mindful had for you?

Diary Cards

Distribute new skills diary cards to the students. Remind them that they now know all of the 
mindfulness, distress tolerance, and emotion regulation skills. Instruct them to circle the days 
and rate their use of the skills for the week on the diary card.

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Interpersonal effectiveness emphasizes effective strategies for asking for what one needs, 
saying no, and coping with interpersonal conflict, as well as maintaining relationships and 
maintaining self- respect. Today’s lesson includes an introduction to the module, an explana-
tion about clarifying priorities and goals of interpersonal interactions, and an examination of 
worry thoughts or myths that cause problems during interactions with others.

mAIn PoInTS

1. It is important to recognize the goals involved in any interpersonal situation.
2. Goals can be divided into three categories: objectives effectiveness, relationship effective-

ness, and self- respect effectiveness. It is also important to recognize and challenge the 
myths and worry thoughts that can interfere with achieving personal goals.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 25.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Overview of Building Interpersonal Effec-

tiveness.
•	 Handout 25.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: What Is Your Goal?
•	 Handout 25.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: What Stops You from Achieving Your Goals?
•	 Homework 25.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Clarifying Priorities in Interpersonal 

Situations
2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 

materials.
3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards available to distribute at the end of class. If possible, 

highlight the “Ranking priorities” skill.

leSSon 25

Interpersonal Effectiveness
Goals and Overview
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PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing: Mindful walking (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 24.1. Mindfulness: Observing, Describing, Participating Checklist
�� Homework 24.2. Mindfulness: Nonjudgmentalness, One- Mindfulness, Effectiveness 

Checklist
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (10 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 25.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Overview of Building Interper-
sonal Effectiveness
�� Asserting your rights: DEAR MAN
�� Building and maintaining relationships: GIVE
�� Building and maintaining self- respect: FAST
�� Clarifying priorities
�� Factors to consider

•	 Discussion: Clarifying priorities and goals (10 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 25.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: What Is Your Goal? (5 minutes)
�{ Relationship effectiveness
�{ Objectives effectiveness
�{ Self- respect effectiveness

�� Class exercise: Practice exercise from Handout 25.2 (5 minutes)
•	 Discussion: What stops you from achieving your interpersonal goals? (10 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 25.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: What Stops You from Achieving 
Your Goals?
�{ Lack of skill
�{ Worry thoughts
�{ Emotions
�{ Can’t decide
�{ Environment

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�{ Relationship effectiveness
�{ Objectives effectiveness
�{ Self- Respect effectiveness

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)



284 iNSTRuCTOR iNFORMaTiON, lESSON plaNS, aND TESTS 

�� Homework 25.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Clarifying Priorities in Interpersonal Situ-
ations
�{ Identify prompting event.
�{ Rank priorities for interpersonal situations.

�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing: Mindful Walking (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness activity will involve observing. Explain:

Today for mindfulness, we are going to do something that we all do, yet pay very little 
attention to the act of doing it. We are going to practice observing by mindfully walking. 
Most of us walk without being aware. It is only when the ground is icy or we have had a 
recent injury that we slow down and notice where we are putting our feet or the way that 
we are moving our legs.

We are all going to stand up and walk mindfully around the desks. I want you to notice 
the act of walking. Be aware of your body. While breathing in, lift a foot and step forward. 
While breathing out, let the foot touch the floor. Breathe in and lift the other foot, and so 
on.

You will want to keep your eyes open, so that you can see where you are going and 
not lose your balance, but keep a soft gaze and do not look at any one thing in particular. 
Let your arms hang naturally and loosely by your body. Place your full attention on the 
act of walking. Notice the sensations in your feet and legs as your muscles work to lift the 
leg and the impact of your foot upon the floor. If you notice your mind wandering from 
the exercise, or if you notice judgmental thoughts, just notice them and then gently bring 
yourself back to the walking.

Continue: When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up next to your desk and push in any chairs 
around you.

If the students are not already sitting in a circle, direct the students during the instructions 
for the pattern in which they are to join the line. Then go on:

When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to 
begin the practice of observing while walking. I will lead the walk. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end it.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand up and move the chairs in around you. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin mindfully 
walking.

Stop the exercise after 2 minutes or after the students have had ample time to walk mindfully 
around the room.
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Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

After students return to their seats, have a couple of students share an observation in the 
moment. Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each statement con-
sists of something a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed judg-
ments about this exercise, I noticed difficulty with my balance, I noticed a thought about 
how this was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I 
noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this could be 
helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so 
had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 24.1. Mindfulness: Observing, Describing, Participating Checklist
Homework 24.2. Mindfulness: Nonjudgmentalness, One‑Mindfulness, 
Effectiveness Checklist

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Have students take out their completed copies of Homework 24.1 and Homework 24.2. 
Remind students:

The “what” and “how” skills are the way in which we practice mindfulness and get to wise 
mind.

Go around the class and ask several students to share with the class what they practiced for 
the “what” and “how” skills. As students share their practice exercises, ask whether other 
students practiced the same exercise. If so, were their experiences similar or different? Be 
sure to elicit a variety of different practice exercises from students who share their homework.

After a student has shared his or her mindfulness practice, inquire about any observa-
tions that he or she may have made while practicing or any changes in his or her life during 
the week related to having been mindful.

Troubleshoot with any students who did not complete the homework what may have been 
in their way and how they will complete the homework this week.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons. Comment on the amount of skills use you see marked 
on the diary cards for students. Encourage students who have low skill use to practice more, 
and remind them that only with practice will the skills become more helpful and automatic.

Introduction of Main Ideas (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 25.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Overview of Building 
Interpersonal Effectiveness

Have students turn to Handout 25.1. State:
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We all know what it can be like not to be skillful— to ask for something from parents or 
teachers in a way that almost guarantees they will say no, or telling friends that we don’t 
want to do something with them in a way that hurts their feelings or makes them angry. 
There can be unpleasant consequences of not being interpersonally skillful.

Ask:

What types of skills do you think we will learn or need to learn in the Interpersonal Effec‑
tiveness module?

Allow students to generate a list of areas or types of skills they think they will learn. As they 
generate ideas, write these ideas on the board and organize them into four columns with the 
following headings. Examples of each category are also listed below:

•	 Asserting Your Rights: (e.g., saying no, asking for help with homework, asking for a ride 
home, asking someone to stop picking on you or someone else);

•	 Building and Maintaining Relationships (e.g., hanging out with friends at lunch or on 
the weekend; keeping good relationships with parents, siblings, or other family mem-
bers);

•	 Building and Maintaining Self- Respect (e.g., feeling good about yourself, acting in a 
way you think is right);

•	 Intensity of How to Ask for Things (e.g., ranging from demanding someone do some-
thing for you to hinting at it all the way to not asking at all).

Note that although there is no separate column for “Clarifying Priorities,” the students 
will also eventually learn how to prioritize which areas are most important in any given situ-
ation.

Now explain:

Interpersonal skills are a huge part of our lives because relationships are a key aspect of 
being human. Sometimes there are things that we may want, but we don’t know how to ask 
for them. There may be things that we don’t want to do, but we don’t know how to say no. 
What are some situations in your own lives where you have interpersonal difficulties? Do you 
have a hard time asking for things? Do you have a hard time saying no? Do you sacrifice 
what you want in order to keep another person happy or not make waves in the relationship?

Over the corresponding column (“Asserting Your Rights”) on the board, write DEAR MAN. Say:

We are going to learn a set of skills called DEAR MAN to assist us in asking for things we 
want and saying no to things we don’t want. Who thinks this might be helpful for them?

Elicit responses, and continue:

There also may be times when keeping someone else happy is the most important thing to 
us, or when ensuring the person still wants to be in a relationship with us after the interac‑
tion has ended is our major goal.
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Write GIVE over the corresponding column (“Building and Maintaining Relationships”) on 
the board, and explain:

We are also going to learn a set of skills called GIVE to build and maintain relationships.

Go on:

And still at other times, the most important thing is maintaining our own self‑ respect or 
feeling good about ourselves after the interaction has ended.

Write FAST over the corresponding column (“Building and Maintaining Self- Respect”) on 
the board, and explain:

FAST skills are the skills we will learn to improve how we feel about ourselves.

Continue:

We will also learn skills that help us clarify which is most important for us. Look at the “Clar‑
ifying Priorities” section at the top of Handout 25.1. These skills are important because you 
need to figure out what you actually want in a situation. Is it most important to get what 
you want? Is it most important to save the relationship? Is it most important to maintain 
your own self‑ respect? Finally, we may also need to learn how to determine the intensity 
we should be using when asking for things or saying no. Look at the “Factors to Consider” 
at the bottom of Handout 25.1. All of these things require interpersonal effectiveness skills. 
Therefore, we are going to begin learning these skills today.

Discussion: Clarifying Priorities and Goals (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 25.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: What Is Your Goal?

Have students turn to Handout 25.2. State:

Goals can be divided into three categories: “relationship effectiveness,” “objectives effec‑
tiveness,” and “self‑ respect effectiveness.”

As you go over each category, write each of these terms over the corresponding column 
that was already created on the board. Have a student read the first box in Handout 25.2 to 
the class, and then clarify:

Relationship effectiveness is for keeping and maintaining healthy relationships while trying 
to get what you want. This is your goal when you use GIVE skills. These skills are for use 
when it is important to you how the other person thinks and feels about you after the inter‑
action is over. Do any of you think you could benefit from improving your relationships?

Elicit responses. Then have a student read the second box in Handout 25.2 to the class and 
clarify:
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Objectives effectiveness is for getting somebody to do what you want or saying no to 
someone. This is your goal when you use the set of skills called DEAR MAN skills. They are 
for when you want a specific result. Do any of you have difficulty asking people for things 
or saying no to people when a request is made of you?

Again, elicit responses. Then have a student read the third box in Handout 25.2 to the class 
and clarify:

Self‑ respect effectiveness is for building and maintaining your self‑ respect during and after 
an interaction with someone else. For this, we will learn the set of skills called the FAST 
skills. They help you to stick to your beliefs and values. Giving up your beliefs for approval, 
or acting helpless when you are not, can hurt your self‑ respect. This skill will tie in with the 
work on identifying values we did during the Emotion Regulation module.

Now continue:

All three categories of effective behavior should be considered in any interpersonal inter‑
action. You need to decide the order of importance for these three areas in order to 
determine how much of each skill will be most effective for you. Which type is the most 
important for your specific situation, and how should you order your priorities? Ordering 
priorities does not mean that you completely give up one area for another, such as “My 
relationship with my best friend is most important, so I will do whatever he or she asks.” 
Ordering priorities helps us to identify our goals in each interaction, so that we don’t com‑
pletely give up one for another.

ClASS ExErCISE: PrACTICE ExErCISE FroM hAnDouT 25.2 (5 MInuTES)

Instruct students:

At the bottom of Handout 25.2 is a practice exercise. I want all of you to take a minute and 
think about an interaction that you will have with someone today. Not every interpersonal 
interaction involves trying to achieve a goal, so be sure to try to think of one that fits the 
following criteria.

Think about a situation in which your rights or wishes are not being respected, you 
want someone to do something or give you something, you want to say no to something, 
you want to get your point of view taken seriously, you have a conflict with someone, or you 
want to improve your relationship with someone. It could be meeting up with your friends 
for lunch and deciding where to go eat, or a conversation about increasing your allowance 
that you know you will be having with your parents tonight.

You can use the following as an example:

I really want to see the new movie that is opening this weekend. My friend Lexa wants to 
see a different movie. I need to consider how much I want to see this movie versus mak‑
ing my friend happy and maintaining that relationship. But maybe I always see the movies 
that she wants, and now my self‑ respect has been damaged and I need to balance that 
with letting her have her way. These are the types of things to consider when making your 
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decisions. Think about what is the most important thing to you: keeping the relationship, 
getting what you want, or keeping your self‑ respect. Then rank those lines at the bottom 
of Handout 25.2 accordingly.

After students have had a minute to fill out the Handout 25.2 practice exercise, ask for 
volunteers to share their rankings and to explain why they gave those rankings. Highlight that 
although relationship effectiveness is important, it can’t always be a person’s highest priority, 
because always sacrificing personal goals and objectives to maintain relationships, approval, 
and liking is eventually ineffective. Many times this leads to a buildup of frustrations that 
may erupt into a fight or ending a relationship completely or to a decrease in the person’s own 
self- respect over time.

Discussion: What Stops You from Achieving Your Interpersonal Goals? 
(10 minutes)

Review of Handout 25.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: What Stops You 
from Achieving Your Goals?

Have students turn to Handout 25.3. Ask:

What do you think gets in the way of your being as interpersonally skilled as you would 
like to be?

Allow students to generate answers and discuss. Then state:

In general, there are five areas that get in people’s way when they try to achieve their 
goals: lack of skill, worry thoughts, emotions, not being able to decide, and environment. 
Let’s go through each of these on Handout 25.3, and determine whether the things you 
just discussed fit into these categories.

As you go through each area on the handout, call on students to read the information in 
the boxes one at a time, and elaborate with the explanations below. Highlight for “lack of skill”:

For any of the interpersonal effectiveness skills, the skills need to be overlearned so that 
they become automatic. This requires practice and feedback. Many people don’t learn 
these skills as they are growing up, so this is why we are learning them now. As with all the 
skills in this class, these are important for the rest of our lives. Have any of you ever seen 
an interaction among adults that didn’t seem to be an effective style of communication? 
Do you think those adults could benefit from learning some skills on how to communicate 
better? We are lucky that we are learning them now.

Highlight for “worry thoughts”:

All people have some worries about asking for what they want, standing up for themselves, 
or saying no. People can also be susceptible to interpersonal myths. One way to coun‑
teract these worries is to challenge these myths or worry thoughts logically. There is an 
additional lesson that focuses on the skill of myth busting, which we will get to later.
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Highlight for “emotions”:

Sometimes a person can have a skill, but emotions get in the way and inhibit skillful action. 
An example of this is trying to talk to the person that you have a crush on, or trying to ask 
your parents to take you to the mall after you just broke up with your girlfriend or boy‑
friend. Your emotions, such as anxiety and excitement or sadness and anger, are so high 
that even a simple conversation becomes difficult. Or maybe you feel shame and don’t 
think you deserve to ask for what you want. This is how the skills that we just learned in the 
Emotion Regulation module can relate to interpersonal effectiveness.

Ask the students to generate additional examples of when emotions could impair their ability 
to interact effectively with someone.

Highlight for “not being able to decide”:

It is common for indecision or ambivalence to get in our way. Sometimes we are just not 
sure of what we really want. This is also why the mindfulness skills are important, and it 
helps to understand how to determine our priorities.

Ask the class to generate examples of when being indecisive may interfere with interpersonal 
communication. What impact might this have on a relationship or self- respect?

Highlight for “environment”:

Even the most skilled people cannot always get what they want when other people are 
too powerful. As teenagers, this is one that you know all too well, with your parents and 
teachers holding so much power. Or sometimes you just cannot help but being disliked 
by someone else, and there is nothing that you can do about it. And sometimes the only 
way to get what you want is to sacrifice your self‑ respect. Radical acceptance and acting 
effectively (mindfulness How skill) are important skills when you are faced with this kind 
of a situation.

Ask for an example of a situation in which a person might need to practice radical acceptance 
because no matter how interpersonally skilled that person is, the individual might not get 
what he or she wants. Or use this example:

Let’s say you came to school late on a game day, and the rules say you have to be on 
time in order to play in the game. You want to ask the coach and principal to let you play 
because your mother scheduled this doctor’s appointment for you without your knowing 
about it and said you couldn’t miss it. This is a situation where the coach and principal may 
not be willing to bend the rules, regardless of how skillfully you ask.

Next, take a few minutes to let the students review this handout and think about how it 
applies to them. State:

Now you are going to spend the next few minutes working independently. Review the five 
points on Handout 25.3, and decide which area or areas you struggle with the most. Is 
it that you don’t know what to do? Do you worry too much? Do your emotions get in the 
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way? Do you have a hard time making decisions? Or does your environment block you 
from reaching your goals? There may not be any one answer that covers everything, so 
think about how different things may block your goals, depending on the different situa‑
tions or relationships in your life.

Finally, once you have decided what stops you from reaching your interpersonal goals, 
I want you to take a minute to make a wise mind commitment to yourself to work on these 
areas. Notice if any emotions come up with you and acknowledge them. Allow yourself to 
sit with wise mind and your wise mind commitment.

Lesson Summary (2 minutes)

Review the three goals of interpersonal effectiveness— objectives effectiveness, relationship 
effectiveness, and self- respect effectiveness— as well as the importance of clarifying priorities 
in each interaction.

Homework Assignment (3 minutes)

Homework 25.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Clarifying Priorities 
in Interpersonal Situations

Have students turn to Homework 25.4. Explain:

Your homework will be similar to what we did in class today when determining our priori‑
ties: You should do this again on Homework 25.4 with another example. You will describe 
the prompting event, list your goals for each of the priority areas, and then describe how 
you prioritized your objectives, relationship, and self‑ respect.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned ranking pri-
orities, and that when they practice this skill for their homework, they are to circle the days 
and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that they have 
been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

This lesson focuses on the skills for objectives effectiveness. These are called the DEAR MAN 
skills. Many students struggle with being able to obtain their goals in interpersonal situations 
due to lack of assertiveness skills in effective communication. The DEAR MAN skills are the 
basic assertiveness skills that individuals need in order to ask effectively for things they want 
and to say no to things they do not want. Using skills does not guarantee that people will be 
successful; it only increases the likelihood that they will be successful. This lesson uses the 
DEAR MAN cards teaching aid to assist students in remembering the mnemonic.

mAIn PoInTS

1. If the goal of an interaction is objectives effectiveness, then the DEAR MAN skills should 
be used.

2. The DEAR skills involve “what to do” (Describe, Express, Assert, Reinforce), and the 
MAN skills involve “how to do it” ([be] Mindful, Appear confident, Negotiate).

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 26.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Getting Someone to Do What You Want
•	 Handout 26.2. Practice Cards for Learning the DEAR MAN Skills
•	 Homework 26.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing DEAR MAN Skills

2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards available to distribute at the end of class. If possible, 

highlight the “DEAR MAN” skills.

leSSon 26

Interpersonal Effectiveness
DEAR MAN Skills
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PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Practice singing “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” with 100% participation, including a loud 

voice and body movements, in order to model for the class.
3. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: Singing “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 25.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Clarifying Priorities in Interpersonal Situ-

ations
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (8 minutes)

�� Categories for objectives effectiveness
�{ Getting others to do what you ask them to do.
�{ Making refusals to unwanted requests stick.
�{ Resolving interpersonal conflict.
�{ Asking for your rights to be respected.
�{ Getting your opinion taken seriously.

•	 Discussion: Objectives effectiveness— DEAR MAN (22 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 26.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Getting Someone to Do What You 

Want (10 minutes)
�{ D: Describe
�{ E: Express
�{ A: Assert
�{ R: Reinforce
�{ M: (be) Mindful
�{ A: Appear confident
�{ N: Negotiate

�� Class exercise: Dyadic role plays and presentations (12 minutes)
•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)

�� Review mnemonic by randomly calling on students.
•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)

�� Homework 26.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing DEAR MAN Skills
�{ Write a DEAR MAN script and practice.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: Singing “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness exercise will involve participating. 
Explain:

Today for mindfulness, we are going to sing “Row, Row, Row Your Boat.” We are going to 
sing in rounds, so we will divide ourselves into three groups.

Divide the students into three groups, so that when they stand and begin the practice, they 
will know which part they are to sing. Then continue:

Group 1 will begin singing the song. As soon as those of you in Group 1 have finished with 
the first line, “Row, row, row your boat,” Group 2 will jump in singing the song from the 
beginning as Group 1 continues with the song, and then Group 3 will come in after Group 
2 has sung the first line. We will sing the song for three rounds. Just as a reminder, here are 
the words to this song: “Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream. Merrily, merrily, 
merrily, merrily, life is but a dream.”

Remember also that fully participating means throwing yourself in 100%. Let’s have 
fun with this. Add in hand motions, and sing with zest! If you notice judgmental thoughts, 
just notice them, let them go and then bring yourself back to singing.

It is important for you to model 100% participation by throwing yourself fully into the activity. 
(You may want to practice this ahead of time.) Then go on:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up next to your desk and push in any chairs around 
you. When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to 
begin the practice of fully participating one‑ mindfully and nonjudgmentally in the singing 
exercise. Group 1 will begin, and then Groups 2 and 3 will start at the appropriate points. 
I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the singing.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand up and move the chairs in around you. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin singing.

Point to the students in Group 1 to start singing their part. Stop the exercise after 2 minutes.

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

After the third round of the song is finished, ask students to return to their seats, and have a 
few students share an observation. Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring 
that each statement consists of something a student can observe and describe nonjudgmen-
tally (e.g., I noticed judgments about this exercise, I noticed I was able to participate 100%, 
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I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , 
I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of 
thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I 
noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 25.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Clarifying Priorities 
in Interpersonal Situations

ShArIng WITh ClASS

Have students take out their completed copies of Homework 25.4. Ask:

Who completed the homework successfully and was able to identify priorities in an inter‑
personal situation? Who didn’t do the homework or had difficulty determining priorities?

As a method of reviewing last week’s lesson, go through two examples of students who had 
difficulty and two examples of students who did not. As these students share their homework, 
ask whether other students had similar experiences, in order to normalize both those who 
completed the homework and those who had difficulty.

As usual, troubleshoot with any students who did not complete the homework what may 
have been in their way and how they will complete the homework this week.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons. Comment on the amount of skill use you see marked 
on the diary cards for students. Encourage students who have low skill use to practice more, 
and remind them that only with practice will the skills become more helpful and automatic.

Introduction of Main Ideas (8 minutes)

Begin:

As a brief review from last class, remember that the first thing that you want to do in an 
interpersonal situation is to clarify your highest priority or most important goal. What are 
the three goals of interpersonal effectiveness?

List them on the board:

•	 Meeting your objectives
•	 Maintaining and improving your relationships
•	 Maintaining and increasing your self- respect
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Continue:

As we also discussed last week, there are three different sets of skills that you can use, 
depending on your goals. What are the three skills we will use to meet these goals?

Write the corresponding skill next to each goal:

•	 Meeting your objectives: Objectives effectiveness
•	 Maintaining and improving relationships: Relationship effectiveness
•	 Maintaining and increasing your self- respect: Self- respect effectiveness

Now explain:

Today we are going to focus on learning and practicing the skills for objectives effective‑
ness. Objectives effectiveness is getting what you want out of an interpersonal situation or 
saying no to what you don’t want. Today we are going to learn the skills to use when your 
top priority is this type of effectiveness.

Have students refer back to their completed copies of Homework 25.4. If they did not com-
plete the homework sheet, have them turn to the copies of Handout 25.2 that they filled out 
during Lesson 25. Instruct the students:

Please write down on a piece of scratch paper the objective that you listed when you com‑
pleted the homework assignment or the objective that you wrote down in class last week. 
Then put this objective aside and save it for later in the class when you will use it in an 
exercise. Make sure that this is something you are willing to share with the class, and that 
it does not involve another student in this class.

Next, ask:

What are some different times when you need to say no or when you need to ask for 
something that can be difficult? In general, most objectives effectiveness situations fall 
under five different categories.

Write the following five categories on the board, and discuss each one as you go through 
them, using the examples provided below each one.

•	 Getting others to do what you ask them to do.

�{ Asking your parents to extend your curfew.
�{ Asking a classmate whether you can copy his or her notes for a class since you 
were absent.
�{ Asking a classmate for a ride home.

•	 Making your refusals to unwanted requests stick.

�{ Telling your friends that you are not going to cut class any more with them.
�{ Telling a friend that you aren’t going to loan him or her any more lunch money.
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•	 Resolving interpersonal conflict.

�{ Asking a friend or parent to listen to your side of a situation, and then asking this 
person to explain his or her side.

•	 Asking for your rights to be respected.

�{ Asking your locker neighbor not to put his or her backpack directly in front of your 
locker because it blocks you from being able to access your locker and you don’t 
have time to wait for your neighbor to finish.

•	 Getting your opinion or point of view taken seriously.

�{ Being confident and direct when you are asking or saying no in any of the exam‑
ples just given.

Ask students to generate their own examples of times that they have had to ask for something 
or say no that has been difficult.

Now ask:

Are there situations in which you have no problem asking for things and other situations 
where you really struggle? Or are there some people you have no problem saying no to, 
and others you struggle with saying no to?

Again, gather examples. These examples may indicate that students already may have some of 
the skills they need; they just may not be able to use them in all different contexts or environ-
ments.

Discussion: Objectives Effectiveness—DEAR MAN (22 minutes)

Review of Handout 26.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness:  
Getting Someone to Do What You Want (10 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 26.1. Explain:

DEAR MAN is a mnemonic (memory helper) for the skills to use for getting what you 
want or saying no. The DEAR stands for what you do, and the MAN stands for how you 
do it.

Write the mnemonic vertically on the board, filling in the word or words for each letter as you 
teach that letter. Continue:

We are going to learn and practice a strategy that will help us use our interpersonal effec‑
tiveness skills in situations or relationships that are personal to us. This is very important, so 
we are going to take our time and make sure each one of you is familiar with the strategy 
before practicing it in front of the group or trying it on your own. We are going to take 
each step of the strategy (in this case, each letter in DEAR MAN) one at a time and give 
examples for each different component. Remember, this exercise is to help us with our 
objectives effectiveness.
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Below, three extended examples are provided to illustrate how the DEAR MAN skills 
are used in three different situations. You may use these examples to teach the DEAR MAN 
skills, or you may use your own example or a student’s example in class. Choose one or two 
of the three examples to use in order to demonstrate how the skills all come together for one 
situation.

D: Describe

The D in DEAR MAN stands for Describe: Describe the current situation (if necessary).
Stick to the facts, and avoid judgmental statements.

•	 Example 1: You do not like your math teacher, and you are frustrated with the grade 
he or she gave you on the exam.

{{ Describe (to the teacher): “My paper says that I got a C– on the test.”

•	 Example 2: You are at a party with friends, and they are asking you to do ecstasy. 
You don’t do drugs, but you are afraid they will not like you if you don’t.

{{ Describe (to your friends): “Thanks for offering to share the ecstasy with me.”

•	 Example 3: You are at the fair, and your friends are all going on the rollercoaster. 
You are afraid of rollercoasters.

{{ Describe (to your friends): “Thanks for asking me to go on the rollercoaster with 
you.”

e: express

The E in DEAR MAN stands for Express: Express your feelings and opinions about the 
situation. Use “I” statements (“I feel . . . ,” “I would like . . . ,” etc.). Stay away from “you 
should.”

•	 Example 1: Express your feelings about the results of the exam—how you feel 
inside.

{{ Express: “I am frustrated with my grade because I studied for 4 days for that test. 
I looked it over, and I think some of my answers are correct.”

•	 Example 2: Express your feelings about not wanting to offend your friends.

{{ Express: “I really appreciate you inviting me to the party and including me in the 
activities. I am worried that you will be mad at me.”

•	 Example 3: Express your feelings about rollercoasters.

{{ Express: “Rollercoasters are not any fun for me, and they kind of freak me out.”

A: Assert

The first A in DEAR MAN stands for Assert: Assert yourself by asking for what you want or 
saying no clearly. Be clear and concise.

•	 Example 1: Ask your math teacher to go through the test with you.

{{ Assert: “Would you please go through the problems I got wrong with me, so I can 
understand why my answers were not correct?”



 Lesson 26 299

•	 Example 2: Tell your friends clearly that you do not want to do drugs.

�{ Assert: “No, thanks, I am not interested in doing any drugs.”

•	 Example 3: Tell your friends clearly that you do not want to ride the rollercoaster.

�{ Assert: “No, thanks, I don’t want to go on the rollercoaster.”

r: rEInForCE

The R in DEAR MAN stands for Reinforce: Reinforce or reward the other person(s) ahead 
of time by explaining the consequences.

•	 Example 1: Explain to your teacher why going through the exam with you will be 
good for you both.

�{ Reinforce: “I would really appreciate you going through the exam with me, and 
it will be really helpful to me so I have a better understanding of the material.”

•	 Example 2: Explain to your friends that you will still be their friend even if you choose 
not to do ecstasy.

�{ Reinforce: “I appreciate your understanding, and I am really glad we can still 
hang out together.”

•	 Example 3: Explain to your friends that you will still be their friend if you do not go 
on the rollercoaster, and that you can do something for them while you wait.

�{ Reinforce: “Thanks for wanting me to go on the ride with you and for under‑
standing. I will be happy to hold on to your bags and wait for you guys down here 
while you ride it.”

M: (BE) MInDFul

The M in DEAR MAN stands for (be) Mindful: Stay mindful and keep your focus on your 
objectives. There are a couple of techniques for doing this.

1. Repeating like a broken record: Keep asking, saying no, or expressing your opinion 
over and over again. You don’t have to come up with a new way of saying it each 
time. You can continue to repeat the DEAR over and over again.

2. Ignoring: If another person attacks, threatens, or tries to change the subject, sim‑
ply ignore the threats, comments, or attempts to divert you. Has anyone in here 
ever done any boxing or ever watched boxing? I think of this skill like the “bob and 
weave” move in boxing. You make your move and “bob” [make a light punching 
gesture], and then you “weave” your body [move your upper body from side to 
side after each “punch”] to avoid the other person’s punch. So if the other person 
keeps throwing things at you, especially if they are things that are not immediately 
and directly related to the topic at hand, you are going to just bob and weave out 
of the way and allow the attacks to fly past you without reacting.

A: APPEAr ConFIDEnT

The second A in DEAR MAN stands for Appear confident. This means looking at the other 
person or persons when you are talking to them and using a confident voice tone.
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Go up to a student and, without making eye contact, looking down, and with a meek 
voice, ask the student whether he or she would please stay after class to clean the desks and 
wipe board today. Afterward, ask students for their observations and feedback. This will gen-
erate a brief conversation about why it is important to make eye contact and appear confident.

n: nEgoTIATE

The N in DEAR MAN stands for Negotiate: Be willing to give to get. Offer and ask for 
alternative solutions to the problem. In addition, “turn the tables”: That is, turn the prob‑
lem over to the other person(s) and ask for alternative solutions.

It is also important to determine when we need to negotiate. Should we negotiate 
right away, when someone is not willing to accept our refusal or to do what we ask? The 
answer is no. If after two or three rounds there is no progress, you may decide to negoti‑
ate or ask the other person to come up with a solution. You might say, “Since you are not 
willing to accept my request/response, what solution do you think we should try?”

•	 Example 1: Negotiate with the math teacher.

�{ Negotiate: “I understand you are really busy, and I really need to go over my 
exam with you. What do you suggest we do so I can get some feedback on my 
exam?”

•	 Example 2: Negotiate with your friends at the party.

�{ Negotiate: “I appreciate you want to include me in your fun, and I am not inter‑
ested in doing drugs. I am happy to hang out with you, though. If I won’t do drugs 
and you want to still hang out, what do you suggest we do?”

•	 Example 3: Negotiate with your friends at the fair.

�{ Negotiate: “I know you want to go on the rollercoaster, and I don’t want to. I am 
fine with waiting for you while you go on it. If you don’t like that idea, what do 
you suggest we do? I am not going to go on the rollercoaster, and I still want you 
to have a good time.”

ClASS ExErCISE: DyADIC rolE PlAyS AnD PrESEnTATIonS (12 MInuTES)

Have each student pair up with someone he or she has not worked with in a while. Explain:

You are going to use the objective from your homework in Lesson 25 that you wrote down 
on a piece of paper at the start of this lesson. (Remember, this objective should be some‑
thing that you are open to sharing, and that does not involve someone else in the class.) 
You and your partner will take turns playing the role of the other person, and you can 
challenge each other, but only a moderate amount. Once one person has gone through 
it, switch roles. Practice enough to be prepared to show the group how you will implement 
the DEAR MAN strategy.

Ask the students to turn to Handout 26.2. Practice Cards for Learning the DEAR MAN 
Skills, or give each pair a set of DEAR MAN practice cards enlarged from the set in Handout 
26.2. Explain:
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You can use these cards as a means of remembering which letter you are focusing on 
while completing your DEAR MAN role plays. You can keep them on the desk in front 
of you while you are practicing at your desk, and bring them up front with you when we 
practice in front of the group.

You should walk around and assist pairs if they are having trouble with any of the compo-
nents. After 5 minutes or so, bring all the pairs back together to their desks if they have moved 
around the classroom. Put a copy of Handout 26.2 (or an enlarged set of the DEAR MAN 
cards in this handout) out in the middle or front of the room to provide guidance. Randomly 
choose students in pairs (as time allows). to show the rest of the group their personal examples 
of implementing the DEAR MAN skills. Students may argue or change the subject, so that 
the students will have an opportunity to use repeating or ignoring. Ask the other students to 
coach the students doing each role play if one partner or the other should get stuck. Make sure 
that the group provides positive feedback for using the skills properly, as well as constructive 
criticism if an example does not fit the skills.

Allow as many students to give presentations as time allows. Students will be able to use 
the current practice examples in the following weeks as well.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Briefly review the purpose of objectives effectiveness, as well as the DEAR MAN skills, with 
the class. Go around the classroom, randomly choosing students or having students call out 
the meaning of each letter in DEAR MAN.

Homework Assignment

Homework 26.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing DEAR MAN Skills

Explain to students:

The DEAR MAN skills are really important skills to learn and will be useful on countless 
occasions in your daily lives. You are going to write out and practice a DEAR MAN situ‑
ation for homework this week. Writing out your step‑by‑step DEAR MAN skills will make 
it easier for you to determine whether you are missing any steps. With practice over time, 
these skills will become more automatic. If you can’t think of anything on your own, you 
can use some of the examples or ideas generated during this lesson and in Lesson 25. 
Furthermore, it is important that you write out each of the steps because next week we 
are going to spend considerable time during homework review going through your DEAR 
MAN situations.

Diary Cards

Hand out new skills diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned the 
DEAR MAN skills, and that when they practice these skills for their homework, they are to 
circle the days and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills 
that they have been taught).
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Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Interpersonal effectiveness also involves building and maintaining healthy relationships. This 
is an important component of any interpersonal situation. We use the GIVE skills to focus 
on relationships— specifically, how to build and maintain relationships while obtaining our 
objectives. The amount of emphasis placed on these skills will be determined by how an indi-
vidual prioritizes the goals of relationship effectiveness in relation to those of objectives effec-
tiveness and self- respect effectiveness. GIVE stands for (be) Gentle, (act) Interested, Validate, 
and (use an) Easy manner. This lesson teaches students how to engage in each of these steps, 
with extra attention focused on how to validate another person. Validating another person is 
an important skill that will later translate into being able to validate oneself as well. Today’s 
lesson includes opportunities for students to practice using their GIVE skills.

mAIn PoInTS

1. If an important part of a person’s goal is relationship effectiveness, then the GIVE skills 
([be] Gentle, [act ] Interested, Validate, [use an] Easy manner) are the skills to employ.

2. These skills work together with the other interpersonal effectiveness skills. The GIVE 
skills involve “how we say it.”

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 27.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Building and Maintaining Positive Relation-

ships
•	 Homework 27.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing GIVE Skills

leSSon 27

Interpersonal Effectiveness
GIVE Skills
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2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards available to distribute at the end of class. If possible, 

highlight the “GIVE” skills.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing: Dropping into the pauses of the breath (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 26.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing DEAR MAN Skills
�{ Sharing with partners
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (5 minutes)

�� Goals of Relationship Effectiveness
�{ Communicating your wants and needs in a manner that builds and maintains relation-
ships.
�{ How you want the other person to feel about you when interaction is over.

�� Important to clarify priority of relationship in each interaction.
•	 Discussion: Relationship effectiveness— GIVE (25 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 27.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Building and Maintaining Positive 
Relationships (15 minutes)
�{ G: (be) Gentle
�{ I: (act) Interested
�{ V: Validate
�{ E: (use an) Easy manner

�� Class exercise: Dyadic role plays (10 minutes)
•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)

�� Review mnemonic by randomly calling on students.
•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)

�� Homework 27.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing GIVE Skills
�{ Identify two situations in which you used your GIVE skills.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing: Dropping into the Pauses of the Breath (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness practice will involve observing. Explain:

Today for mindfulness, we are going to practice observing our breath. How often do you 
stop throughout the day to notice that you are about to engage in some behavior before 
you actually do it? Did you notice the urge to sit down in your chair just before you sat 
down? Or did you notice the urge to raise your hand just before it went up? Or did you 
notice the urge to yell at your mother, just before the words came flying out of your mouth? 
Of course, this can be difficult for many of us. As we practice observing, we will become 
more aware of these moments.

So today we are going to do an exercise called “dropping into the pauses of the 
breath.” Everybody take a breath in—pause—and now exhale. Pause. Now inhale. At the 
top and bottom of each breath, there is a natural pause between the inhale and exhale, 
and it may be very brief. As we focus on our breath today, we are going to drop into these 
pauses by noticing the space between each inhale and exhale.

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful/wide‑awake position we know well by 
now. This means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, and putting our 
hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will keep our eyes open with a soft gaze, looking 
forward and down, but at nothing in particular. If you notice any urges to move, other than 
blinking or swallowing, notice each urge without acting on it, and return to your breath. 
When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to 
begin the practice. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end it.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

After 2 minutes, say, “Stop.”

Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Have a few students share an observation in the moment. Provide feedback about observa-
tions as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can observe and 
describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed judgments about this exercise, I noticed I was able 
to participate 100%, I noticed a thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed 
a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I 
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had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s prac-
tice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review

Homework 26.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing DEAR MAN Skills

Sharing with PartnerS

Ask the students to pair up. Explain:

You are each going to share with your partner what you did as your DEAR MAN home-
work. I don’t want you just to read the script to your partner; I want you to role-play how 
you did it. Pretend that your partner is the person with whom you did the DEAR MAN 
exercise. So instead of saying, “I said [blank],” say what you said, and how you said it, to 
your partner. Your partner should be prepared to tell you one aspect of the DEAR MAN 
exercise that was effective and also one area that could use improvement.

After the first partner has finished and received his or her feedback, switch roles and 
have the other person share his or her DEAR MAN homework, also receiving feedback 
regarding one effective aspect, and one area that could be improved.

If a student reports that he or she did not complete the homework, tell him or her to use 
the example they practiced with their partner during the exercise last class.

Sharing with the ClaSS

Ask any students who completed a DEAR MAN exercise to share with the class. The example 
does not need to be one that was successful in achieving a student’s objectives, because it is 
important for students to recognize that using the DEAR MAN skill only increases their like-
lihood of reaching their objectives.

Follow up with questions regarding whether the students were mindful, whether they 
had any attacks that needed ignoring, whether they employed repetition as a technique, if 
they employed broken record, or whether they had to turn the tables. Troubleshoot with any 
students who did not complete the homework what may have been in their way and how they 
will complete the homework this week.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons. Comment on the amount of skill use you see marked 
on the diary cards for students. Encourage students who have low skill use to practice more, 
and continue to remind them that only with practice will the skills become more helpful and 
automatic.



 Lesson 27 307

Introduction of Main Ideas (5 minutes)

Ask the class to remind you of the goals of relationship effectiveness. List them on the board:

•	 Communicating your wants and needs in a way that builds and maintains the relation-
ship.

•	 Thinking about how you want the other person to feel about you after the interaction 
is over.

Generate a discussion about the importance of focusing on relationships by asking the 
following questions:

How many friends do you think you would have if you constantly insisted on doing only 
what you want, talking only about yourself, and not acknowledging the other person’s 
feelings at all?

How many of you pay attention to how you interact with your parents? Some teenag‑
ers don’t pay much attention to their relationship with their parents, because they don’t 
think that how they interact with their parents has any effect on the relationship. Do you 
think you would be more likely to get what you want from your parents if you actually 
attended to the relationship in a way that strengthens it?

What about relationships with friends or teachers? Do you think you could be more 
skillful in strengthening those relationships?

Today we are going to focus on learning the relationship effectiveness skills, called 
the GIVE skills. Notice how your level of emphasis on the relationship may change with 
different people.

Now explain:

There are different times when maintaining a relationship is more important than getting 
what you want or when maintaining your self‑ respect may be the most important goal. 
You will still try to get what you want in the interaction, only that may not be the most 
important thing to you. In addition, even when your objective is your highest priority, being 
mindful of the relationship and your self‑ respect are still important, so we have to use these 
skills as well as the DEAR MAN skills, even though they may not be your highest priority. 
Remember, these skills are not mutually exclusive and need to be used together. But we 
need to determine our priorities in each interaction to help us decide how much emphasis 
to give each goal of the interaction. Next week we will focus on the self‑ respect effective‑
ness skills.

Give this example:

You are going to a movie with a friend, and you each want to see a different movie. If see‑
ing the movie that you want to see is your highest goal, then you are going to go heavy on 
the use of DEAR MAN skills to get your objective met of seeing the movie of your choice. 
If you are not so concerned about the movie, and maintaining the relationship with this 
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friend is your most important goal, then you may go lighter on the DEAR MAN skills and 
put more emphasis on the use of GIVE skills to communicate that it is more important to 
you to have the company of your friend at the movie, although you are also hoping to see 
a different movie.

Ask students to provide their own examples of situations when they had to focus on building 
and maintaining a relationship.

Discussion: Relationship Effectiveness—GIVE (25 minutes)

Review of Handout 27.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Building 
and Maintaining Positive Relationships (15 minutes)

Have students turn to Handout 27.1. Write GIVE vertically on the board, filling in the word 
(or words) for each letter as you teach that letter. Explain:

GIVE is the mnemonic (memory helper) for the skills to use for building and maintaining 
a relationship. These are the skills that focus on how you interact with the other person, 
similar to the “how” skills in mindfulness.

g: (BE) gEnTlE

Have a student read the points on Handout 27.1 for the G in GIVE. Ask:

What is the difference between being assertive and being aggressive?

Allow students to generate responses. Then continue:

A person can be assertive without being aggressive by focusing on the G in GIVE.
“Being gentle” refers to being courteous, respectful, and pleasant in your approach to 

this person. Has anyone ever heard the phrase “You can catch more flies with honey than 
vinegar”? Using vinegar is the opposite of being gentle.

No attacks or threats: People do not like being attacked or threatened or having 
anger directed at them. Do not make threats such as “I’m going to fail my test if you don’t 
do this for me,” “Everybody is going to laugh at me if you don’t buy me new clothes,” or 
“I’m going to make your life miserable if you break up with me.”

No judgments: Do not engage in name calling or make statements that are put‑
downs or have some element of judgment. No “shoulds” or guilt trips.

Voice tone: Be aware of your tone of voice. People often pay more attention to non‑
verbal behavior than to what is being said. So you can be using the kindest words and not 
attacking the other person at all, but if you are using a sarcastic or judgmental voice tone, 
the other person is likely only to hear that and to ignore your words. In other words, you 
have to be gentle all the way—with your words, thoughts, and tone of voice.
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I: (Act) Interested

Have a student read the points on Handout 27.1 for the I in GIVE. Then say:

Act interested in what the person is saying because you care about the relationship, even 
if you are not actually interested in the topic.

Allow the person to finish his or her thoughts without being interrupted. Listen to the 
person’s reason for saying no or for making a request of you or the person’s responses to 
your request. Be patient with the person. In particular, do not try to talk over the person 
or make faces that indicate you don’t agree with or care about what the person is saying. 
And maintain eye contact with the person.

Ask:

Have any of you ever been in a conversation with another person, and while you were 
talking, the other person kept checking for text messages or Facebook updates? How did 
you feel during that experience? Did you think the other person cared about what you 
were saying? Again, our nonverbal behaviors can sometimes communicate more than our 
words.

V: VAlIdAte

Have a student read the points on Handout 27.1 for the V in GIVE. Then go on:

Let’s say that you tell a friend a story about a big blowout fight that you had with your 
parents, and the friend looks at you and says, “Well, of course you got mad, and I can 
see how that led to you yelling and swearing at them. Anybody would be pissed if their 
parents said that to them.” And all of a sudden you feel better. Why? Because your friend 
gets it. You feel validated. Your friend may not agree with your swearing at your parents, 
and it may not have been effective, but you know your friend understands what you were 
experiencing. What if your friend responded by saying, “Wow, that was dumb. Seems like 
you blew up for no reason.” Do you think you would feel better or worse? Probably worse. 
This is called invalidation.

Our goal is to increase our validation. “Validation” is acknowledging the other per-
son’s feelings, behaviors, or opinions. We can validate why someone did something with-
out validating what the person did.

We can validate what the other person feels and, if needed, follow it up with what you 
didn’t like about the situation. For example, if a friend hangs up on the phone with you, 
you can say, “I get it that you were so angry with me all you wanted to do was to hang up 
on me. And I don’t think it’s effective for us to break off our discussions like that when one 
of us is mad, because it will probably just make both of us more angry.”

Emphasize:

Validation does not mean approval. But we can always validate someone else’s or our own 
emotions. It is invalidating to tell people they don’t feel something that they feel.



310 iNSTRuCTOR iNFORMaTiON, lESSON plaNS, aND TESTS 

Ask:

Has anyone ever been told not to be sad, angry, guilty, or embarrassed about something? 
How did you feel when someone told you this?

Allow students to generate answers. Then ask:

Did your emotion go up or down? Usually the intensity of an emotion goes up when we are 
invalidated by someone else or ourselves.

Continue:

There are various ways to validate people. One is validation based on their past experi‑
ences— in other words, validating by stating that their reactions make sense given situa‑
tions they have previously been in. For example, you could say, “Of course you were scared 
to tell your parents that you failed the chemistry test because the last time you failed a test, 
they grounded you for a month.”

Another type of validation is based on normalizing a person’s reaction to his or her 
current situation. In other words, you can also validate someone based on the fact that 
many people would have a similar reaction in the same situation. For example, you could 
say, “I get that you are scared to tell your parents that you failed the chemistry test. Who 
wouldn’t be? I know I would be too.”

Now ask students:

Now that you have a better understanding of what it means to validate or be validated, 
I want you to take a moment to think of a situation when you didn’t feel validated by the 
other person. What was that like for you? Then think of a time when you did feel validated 
and understood by the other person. What was that like for you?

Elicit responses.

E: (uSE An) EASy MAnnEr

Have a student read the points on Handout 27.1 for the E in GIVE. Then say:

Smile, be easygoing, use humor, and use a light tone of voice. The idea is to minimize the 
person’s defensiveness, which will help him or her hear your message.

Have students practice nonthreatening and threatening body postures (e.g., relaxed and 
sitting back vs. standing in someone else’s personal space, pointing fingers, and acting tense). 
Then ask:

Which body posture do you think is going to have a better effect on the relationship if you 
want to build and maintain it?
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Now have students practice saying, “Why didn’t you call me last night?”, using an attacking, 
harsh voice tone versus a soft, easy, light voice tone. Ask:

Which tone of voice do you think will cause less amount of defensiveness or anger in the 
other person? How would you react differently to the two statements?

Allow students to generate responses.

Class Exercise: Dyadic Role Plays (10 minutes)

Have each student pair up with someone he or she has not worked with recently. Explain to 
students:

We are going to practice our GIVE skills right now, especially validation, and I want to see 
how this affects your relationships with your partners. First, I want the students in each pair 
to identify who will be the talker first and who will practice GIVE first. The talker will begin 
by thinking of something that happened to him or her today and that he or she would tell 
a friend. The person who is doing GIVE should practice being gentle with the talker, acting 
interested, using an easy manner, and validating the talker. Validation can include reflect‑
ing back what the talker says, acknowledging that things make sense given the situation, 
and being completely genuine with the talker.

Have the dyads begin the role play. Bring the class back together as a group after about a 
minute or two. Now provide the students with a second set of instructions:

I want you to stay in your same roles, except that this time, I want the person in each pair 
who was practicing the GIVE skills to stop doing this. Don’t pay attention to the other 
person; for instance, you can look around the room or look in your backpack. Also, don’t 
validate, give up being gentle, and stop using an easy manner with the person. Talkers, 
continue with your story.

Have the class begin again, and bring the class back together after a minute or two. Next, have 
students switch roles so that the other person in each pair has the opportunity to practice 
using his or her GIVE skills versus not using them.

Now, ask for observations about the exercise from several pairs of students. What was the 
experience of the storyteller in each pair when the listener stopped using the GIVE skills? 
Did the person continue talking? Did the volume in the room change? What was it like for the 
student practicing GIVE to be engaged versus not engaged?

After these role plays are finished, ask:

Who thinks these skills could help them strengthen their relationships?

Elicit responses. Then ask:

Can you think of a time when, even though the relationship is not your top priority, it would 
be a good idea to use the GIVE skills?
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Again, allow for answers before continuing:

Even in a case when you don’t care about the relationship, do you think it would be bet‑
ter to walk away from the other person with him or her thinking fondly of you rather than 
negatively? For example, if you break up with your girlfriend or boyfriend, do you want your 
ex hating and cursing you or wishing you well? What might your ex write about you on 
Facebook or Twitter if you do not use GIVE skills?

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Briefly review the GIVE mnemonic by randomly choosing students around the room to define 
the abbreviations. Do this three or four times quickly to increase students’ ability to generate 
the meanings of the letters.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 27.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing GIVE Skills

Explain:

This is the homework for next week: You are to choose two situations over the next week 
where you will practice the GIVE skills. You are to report on your homework sheet the 
name of the person you engaged with, what the situation was, what the outcome was, and 
how you felt about the relationship afterward.

Diary Cards

Hand out new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned the GIVE 
skills, and that when they practice these skills for their homework, they are to circle the days 
and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that they have 
been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Interpersonal effectiveness also involves keeping and maintaining your own self- respect. This 
lesson focuses on the FAST skills, aimed at the goal of self- respect effectiveness; specifically, 
it focuses on how to maintain self- respect while also obtaining objectives. Like the GIVE 
skills, the FAST skills are important to all social situations. The amount of emphasis placed 
on the FAST skills will be determined by how the individual prioritizes the goals of self- 
respect effectiveness in relation to those of objectives effectiveness and relationship effective-
ness. FAST stands for (be) Fair, (no) Apologies, Stick to values, and (be) Truthful. This lesson 
teaches students how to engage in each of these steps in order to increase the probability that 
the students will like how they feel about themselves after a social interaction is over. Today’s 
lesson includes opportunities for students to practice using all of their DEAR MAN, GIVE, 
and FAST skills.

mAIn PoInTS

1. We are continuing to learn skills in the Interpersonal Effectiveness module. It is impor-
tant to remember that the interpersonal effectiveness skills are not mutually exclusive, and 
we don’t have to use only one at a time or always use them all together; the way in which 
we use these skills depends on the situation.

2. If the main goal of communication is self- respect effectiveness, then the FAST skills ([be] 
Fair, [no] Apologies, Stick to values, [be] Truthful) are the skills to employ.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 28.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Maintaining Your Self- Respect
•	 Homework 28.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing FAST Skills

leSSon 28

Interpersonal Effectiveness
FAST Skills
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2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards available to distribute at the end of class. If possible, 

highlight the “FAST” skills.

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each 

other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: Buzz (counting game) (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 27.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing GIVE Skills
�{ Sharing with partners
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (5 minutes)

�� Goals of self- respect effectiveness
�� Examples of impact when you violate your own values

•	 Discussion: Self- respect effectiveness— FAST (10 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 28.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Maintaining Your Self- Respect
�{ F: (be) Fair
�{ A: (no) Apologies
�{ S: Stick to values
�{ T: (be) Truthful
�{ Balancing FAST skills with DEAR MAN and GIVE skills

•	 Class exercise: Dyadic role plays— putting skills all together (15 minutes)
�� Assign dyads priorities/goals.
�{ Role-play DEAR MAN, GIVE, and FAST skills based on priority assigned.
�{ Class guesses order of priorities/goals.

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� Review skills associated with each interpersonal effectiveness skill (DEAR MAN, GIVE, 

FAST).
�� Review FAST mnemonic by randomly calling on students.

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Homework 28.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing FAST Skills
�{ Practice FAST skills in two different situations.

�� Diary cards
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DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: Buzz (Counting Game) (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness practice will involve participating. 
Explain:

Today for mindfulness, we are going to focus on doing one thing in the moment nonjudg‑
mentally. How often do you notice trying to think ahead and plan what you are going to 
do next? As a result of this, what may happen? You may end up missing the moment and 
making a mistake right now.

So today we are going to play a game called Buzz. This is a counting game. When 
I say so, we are all going to stand up and move ourselves into a circle. [If there are more 
than 12 people in the class, then split the class into two circles.] In this game, one person is 
going to start off by counting 1; then the next person, to either the left or right, will count 
2. However, the number with a 3 in it and any later number divisible by 3 will be a “Buzz” 
number; that is, instead of saying the number, you need to say, “Buzz.” Then the next 
person will continue with the next number, and so on. For example, we would count: “1, 2, 
Buzz, 4, 5, Buzz, 7, 8, Buzz, 10, 11, Buzz, 13, 14, Buzz, 16 . . . ”

Let’s see how high we can count. For the first minute, we will practice, and if someone 
makes a mistake, the next person should simply begin at 1 again. After the first minute, 
we will stop and then start again. This second time, if someone makes a mistake, that 
person should step outside the circle, and the next person will start at 1 again. Remember, 
the goal is to practice being present in this one moment and not thinking ahead to what 
number it may be at your turn. If you notice yourself doing that, notice it, and bring your 
attention back to the game and the person counting right now.

An additional instruction you may give for more advanced groups if time allows or for future 
practice is to add in a “reverse” word. If the student says, “Buzz,” the direction of the counting 
continues; however, if the student says “Bizz,” the direction reverses.

Now continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up next to your desk and move into the circle [or 
one of the two circles]. When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 
3, that’s the signal to begin the practice of fully participating one‑ mindfully and nonjudg‑
mentally and for one person to begin counting. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the exercise.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand up and move into a circle. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin.

Stop the exercise after 2 minutes.
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Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

After finishing the exercise, ask students to return to their seats, and ask some students to 
share one observation. Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each 
statement consists of something a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I 
noticed judgments about this exercise, I noticed I was able to participate 100%, I noticed a 
thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the 
sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about 
how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I noticed I was 
uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 27.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing GIVE Skills

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS

Ask the students to pair up. Explain:

You are each going to share with your partner what you did as your GIVE homework. Pick 
one of the two situations that you wrote about on the homework sheet, and share this with 
your partner. Explain what you did for each letter of GIVE. Your partner is going to ask 
one question. If the outcome was effective, your partner can ask you what you think was 
done well. If the outcome was not as effective as hoped, your partner can ask you what 
you think could have been done differently, if anything, and can offer some suggestions 
to help. Then switch roles. Be sure that you both get a chance to tell about one situation 
for GIVE.

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Ask any students who completed their GIVE homework to share a situation with the class. As 
you review the homework scenarios, ask what was done for each letter of GIVE. Students may 
need further help understanding and explaining the V in GIVE, so drawing out any validation 
that was done is particularly important. Highlight an area where each student was especially 
effective and one area where further development seems needed.

Troubleshoot with any students who did not complete the homework what may have been 
in their way and how they will complete the homework this week.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons. Comment on the amount of skill use you see marked 
on the diary cards for students. Encourage students who have low skill use to practice more, 
and keep reminding them that only with practice will the skills become more helpful and 
automatic.
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Introduction of Main Ideas (5 minutes)

Explain:

Today we are going to learn the skills to use when self‑ respect effectiveness is one of your 
priorities. We call these the FAST skills. We are going to discuss how to balance the seesaw 
of other people’s needs and wants, and your own needs and wants.

Ask the class to remind you of the goals of self- respect effectiveness. List them on the board:

•	 Building and maintaining your self- respect during and after an interaction with some-
one else.

•	 Sticking to your beliefs and values. Giving up your beliefs for approval, or acting help-
less when you are not, can hurt your self- respect.

Ask the following questions:

How does it feel when you sacrifice your own needs to make a friend happy? Or how does 
it feel when you go against your own values to do something that somebody is pressuring 
you into doing?

Allow for answers. The goal is to have students generate answers indicating that when they go 
against their own values or principles, they may begin judging themselves and then feel worse 
about themselves. Then go on:

Remember, even at times when your objective is your highest priority, being mindful of the 
relationship and your self‑ respect are still important, so you will need the GIVE and FAST 
skills as well as the DEAR MAN skills. These three sets of skills are not mutually exclusive, 
and we don’t only use one at a time. We need to use our self‑ respect skills in every interac‑
tion.

Now ask:

I want you to take a minute and think of examples in your life—ones that you are willing 
to share and ones that are appropriate for school— when maybe you didn’t maintain your 
self‑ respect during an interaction with someone.

Elicit students’ examples. Or use some of the following possible answers or themes:

•	 Feeling so angry that you screamed and yelled at someone to get them to do what you 
wanted.

•	 Bullying someone.
•	 Pressuring someone to do something the other person didn’t really want to do (such as 

cheating at school, skipping class, drinking alcohol, taking drugs, smoking cigarettes, 
engaging in sexual behaviors, or the like.)
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•	 Lying to your friends or family members.
•	 Crying so intensely that someone else did something you wanted because you were 

crying so much.

Then go on:

We have just discussed times when your self‑ respect went down or examples where it 
might have gone down. Now I want you to provide examples of situations when you did 
decide to focus on maintaining your own self‑ respect over the relationship or objective.

Again, allow students to share examples. Reinforce their participation and answers, especially 
when they include one of the FAST skills.

Discussion: Self‑Respect Effectiveness—FAST (10 minutes)

Review of Handout 28.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Maintaining 
Your Self‑Respect

Have students turn to Handout 28.1. Write FAST vertically on the board, filling in the words 
for each letter as you teach that letter. Explain:

The mnemonic (memory helper) for this skill is FAST. As we go through this, we can relate 
each skill to the examples we have previously discussed.

F: (BE) FAIr

Have a student read the points on Handout 28.1 for the F in FAST. Then ask:

What is fair to you? Are you always doing what the other person wants? And what is fair to the 
other person? If you were in that person’s shoes, what would you want done? If you always do 
what you want, you may feel worse about yourself, and if you always do what the other person 
wants, you may also feel worse about yourself. Being fair means finding balance.

Draw a set of “seesaws” on the board like the ones in Figure L28.1. Say:

If you stand too far to one side or the other of the “seesaw,” the relationship is out of bal‑
ance. Being fair means balancing your needs with the other person’s. Unbalanced rela‑
tionships may lead you to feel negative about yourself and may decrease your self‑ respect.

A: (no) APologIES

Have a student read the points on Handout 28.1 for the A in FAST. Then say:

Apologizing when you do something that warrants an apology is of course OK. This is 
when it is important that you don’t under‑ apologize. But when could over‑ apologizing to 
someone be a problem?
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Allow for multiple answers. Then go on:

Over‑ apologizing is a problem because it can imply that you did something egregiously 
wrong or made a huge mistake that you “should” feel bad about and keeps you from 
moving forward. When you over‑ apologize, it can also start to annoy other people as well. 
Sometimes people over‑ apologize because they are wanting the other person to tell them 
it’s OK for whatever they did wrong or because they are trying to decrease their own guilt. 
This can make you feel worse about yourself over time because there is no way for you to 
let yourself move past the situation. Furthermore, you don’t have to apologize for making 
a request from someone else or having an opinion.

Ask for examples of when someone might have engaged in over- apologizing for something 
and how it affected his or her self- respect in the short term or long term. Or use this example:

Sally is in the lunchroom talking to Billy about their chemistry assignment. Sally’s boyfriend, 
Mike, walks in and sees them talking, rolls his eyes at Sally, and walks out. Sally runs after 
Mike and starts apologizing multiple times for talking to Billy.

Ask:

What do Sally’s apologies imply? They imply that she was doing something wrong and that 
she should not have been working on her chemistry assignment. How do you think Sally 
feels about herself after multiple apologies?

fIGure l28.1. “Seesaws” illustrating imbalance and balance between one’s own needs and those 
of another person.

ME YOU
I judge myself as
selfish/a bad
person, or feel
guilty.

The focus is on me.

ME YOU

I judge 
myself as a
pushover/doormat,
or feel worthless.

The focus is on you.

ME YOU

I am fair and take
care of my own
needs and the needs
of others. I feel proud.

The focus is balanced.
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S: STICk To VAluES

Have a student read the points on Handout 28.1 for the S in FAST. Then instruct students:

Think about what your values are in regard to important issues in your life; honesty, money, 
stealing, sex, drugs, cheating, and so on. Write down some of your own values or moral 
beliefs. Remember, we reviewed values in the Emotion Regulation module, so if you need 
a quick review, you can flip back to Handout 19.5. Emotion Regulation: Wise Mind Values 
and Priorities List.

Now ask:

When might it be difficult to stick to your values?

Allow students to generate examples, and then go on:

When your beliefs go against the beliefs of the group, you might struggle with being on the 
outside. What happens if you give up on your values repeatedly? You end up feeling worse 
about yourself over time and are likely to start judging yourself negatively.

T: (BE) TruThFul

Have a student read the points on Handout 28.1 for the T in FAST. Then ask:

What impact can lying have on your self‑ respect?

Allow for responses, and then say:

Repeated lying can make you start to feel worse about yourself, and it can also erode 
relationships over time. Is acting helpless a form of not being truthful? Yes, it may increase 
the likelihood that someone does something for you, but over time it may also make you 
feel worse about yourself for “tricking” people into helping you—for example, crying in 
front of a teacher to get out of trouble or acting sicker than you are so someone will give 
up another activity to stay with you.

Ask students for additional examples.

BAlAnCIng FAST SkIllS WITh DEAr MAn AnD gIVE SkIllS

Ask:

Are the FAST skills only needed when self‑ respect is the top priority in the interaction, or 
should they be used in all interactions?

Allow students to answer that FAST skills are useful in most situations. Then ask:
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Remember the example we used in Lesson 27 about going to the movies with a friend 
when you each want to see a different movie? If seeing the movie that you want to see is 
your goal, then you are going to use DEAR MAN skills to get your objective met of seeing 
the movie of your choice. If you are not as concerned about the movie as you are about 
maintaining the relationship with this friend, then you are going to increase the use of 
GIVE skills to communicate that you want to see a different movie or to agree to see the 
movie that your friend wants to see.

But what if this is a case where you always do what this friend wants, and you are 
starting to feel like a doormat? Then this is the time to increase your use of the FAST skills. 
What do you think the person should do in this situation?

Allow for input from students. Reinforce and praise responses that are effective and in line 
with the FAST skills. Then ask:

When might focusing too much on the FAST skills be problematic? Here’s a hint: Think of 
your mindfulness skills. Focusing solely on your self‑ respect might be problematic if it is not 
effective, meaning that it is not in line with your long‑term goals. The key is not to focus 
too little on them or too much on them, unless self‑ respect is your top priority.

Class Exercise: Dyadic Role Plays—Putting Skills All Together 
(15 minutes)

Divide students into pairs. Assign each pair a different order of priorities for (1) objectives 
effectiveness, (2) relationship effectiveness, and (3) self- respect effectiveness. Possible orders 
of priorities, using these numbers, are illustrated in Figure L28.2. (For classes with more than 
12 students, there may be repeat pairs.) Only the pair should know what their order is. Later 
the class will have to guess the order. Instruct the students:

Now you and your partner are going to practice putting the DEAR MAN, GIVE, and FAST 
skills together, according to the priority order your pair has been assigned. Here is the situ‑
ation: You are at lunch with a friend, standing in front of the cash register. You have just 
ordered your food. Your friend steps up, tells you that he or she doesn’t have any money, 
and asks you to pay for his or her lunch. This friend has done this to you before and has 
never paid you back. This is a good friend, someone that you have worked hard to have as 
your friend. What is your goal here: not to pay, to keep the friend, or to maintain your self‑ 
respect? How will you use objectives, relationship, or self‑ respect effectiveness, depending 
on your assigned order of priorities? Each partner should take a turn responding to his or 
her friend. Again, I want you to practice using all three skill sets for interpersonal effective‑
ness: the DEAR MAN, GIVE, and FAST skills.

fIGure l28.2. Possible orders of priorities for the class exercise.

123 213 312

132 231 321
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Once the pairs have all finished practicing, have pairs come forward as time allows and prac-
tice their skills in front of the entire class, without telling the class how they ordered their 
priorities. The audience will guess the order of priorities.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

Congratulate the students for learning the new skills and for the great jobs they did role- 
playing. Then ask students to briefly review the three goals for interpersonal effectiveness, 
one at a time. Follow this by having other students identify the skills that go with each goal; 
that is, go quickly around the room and have students identify the words associated with each 
of the three mnemonics, with special emphasis on the FAST skills.

Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Homework 28.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing FAST Skills

Explain:

Use this sheet for the homework for next week: You are to choose two situations before 
the next lesson where you will practice the FAST skills. You are to report the relationship 
to the person you engaged with, what the situation was, what the outcome was, and how 
you felt about yourself afterward.

Diary Cards

Distribute new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned the FAST 
skills, and that when they practice these skills for their homework, they are to circle the days 
and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills that they have 
been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

Today’s lesson focuses on helping students to determine how strongly they should make a 
request or say no to a request when they are using the DEAR MAN skills for objectives 
effectiveness. The lesson first introduces the 10 factors they should consider in determining 
this. Each student will then choose a situation in which to use the DEAR MAN skills. As the 
teacher, you will need to have an example as well. The class will walk through each of the 
factors, determining whether or not each factor is relevant to the situation and whether or not 
the intensity should be raised.

mAIn PoInTS

1. There are different levels of intensity for asking for something or saying no in a situation.
2. Evaluating how intensely to ask for something or say no requires consideration of 10 fac-

tors: capability, priorities, self- respect, rights, authority, relationship, long-term versus 
short-term goals, give and take, homework, and timing.

mATerIAlS

1. Handouts for this lesson:
•	 Handout 29.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Evaluating Your Options
•	 Handout 29.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Factors to Consider
•	 Handout 29.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Figuring Out How Strongly to Ask or Say 

No
•	 Homework 29.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Using Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills 

at the Same Time

leSSon 29

Interpersonal Effectiveness
Evaluating Options for How Intensely  

to Ask or Say No
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2. Extra student skills binders, with pens or pencils, for students who attend class without 
materials.

3. Dry-erase markers or chalk for writing on the board.
4. Diary cards: Have new diary cards available to distribute at the end of class. If possible, 

highlight the “Evaluating options” skill.
5. A set of 10 dimes per student (paper clips can be used if dimes are not available).

PrePArATIon

1. Review the lesson plan as well as handouts in student skills binder.
2. Arrange desks in the classroom, if possible, in order for students to be able to see each other.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Participating: Letter switch (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Homework 28.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing FAST Skills
�{ Sharing with partners
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Introduction of main ideas (10 minutes)

�� Review of Handout 29.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Evaluating Your Options
�{ Deciding whether or not it is appropriate to ask for something or to say no.
�{ Deciding how strongly you should ask or say no.

•	 Discussion: Factors to consider (20 minutes)
�� Review of Handout 29.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Factors to Consider
�� Review of Handout 29.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Figuring Out How Strongly to Ask 

or Say No
�{ Capability
�{ Priorities
�{ Self- respect
�{ Rights
�{ Authority
�{ Relationship
�{ Long-term versus short-term goals
�{ Give and take
�{ Homework
�{ Timing

•	 Lesson summary (3 minutes)
�� Briefly review 10 factors.
�� Have one or two students demonstrate differing levels of intensity when asking or saying 

no.



 Lesson 29 325

•	 Homework assignment (2 minutes)
�� Handout 29.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Figuring Out How Strongly to Ask or Say No
�� Homework 29.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Using Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills 

at the Same Time
�{ Write a DEAR MAN, GIVE, and FAST script for the scenario practiced in class today 
while determining intensity of asking or saying no.

�� Diary cards

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Participating: Letter Switch (3 minutes)

Welcome the class and state that today’s mindfulness exercise will involve participating. 
Explain:

As in all the other participating exercises we have practiced, our goal is to focus on engag‑
ing in the activity one‑ mindfully and nonjudgmentally. After I give you the instructions, we 
will stand up and get into a circle [if there are more than eight people in the class, form 
two circles]. For this exercise, I will begin by saying a three‑ letter word. The person to my 
right will change one letter in the word to form a new word. The next person will do the 
same thing. For example, “cat” becomes “pat” when the “c” is changed to a “p,” and then 
“pat” becomes “put” when the “a” is changed to a “u,” and then “put” becomes “cut” 
when the “p” is changed to a “c,” and so on. We want to be fast and spontaneous, throw‑
ing ourselves completely into the exercise.

If you notice yourself having any judgmental thoughts about the activity, your word, 
or about anything else, just notice the thoughts, let them go, and bring yourself back to 
the exercise. If someone makes a mistake, simply notice it, and then someone else in the 
circle just begins again. Remember, you can only change one letter in a word at a time!

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to stand up next to your desk and move into a circle [or one 
of two circles]. When I say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s 
the signal to begin the practice of fully participating one‑ mindfully and nonjudgmentally, 
and I will start with the first word. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end the exercise.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Stand up and move into a circle. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin.

Give the first word and stop the exercise after 2 minutes.
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Describing Observations of the Exercise  
(2 minutes)

After finishing the exercise, ask all students to return to their seats, and ask a few students to 
share one observation. Provide feedback about observations as needed, ensuring that each 
statement consists of something a student can observe and describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I 
noticed judgments about this exercise, I noticed I was able to participate 100%, I noticed a 
thought about how this was different from last week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the 
sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering to other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about 
how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I liked last week’s practice better, I noticed I was 
uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Homework 28.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness:  
Practicing FAST Skills

ShArIng WITh PArTnErS

Divide the class into pairs. Explain:

You are each going to share with your partner what you did as your FAST homework. 
Choose one of the two situations that you wrote about, and share this with your partner. 
Explain what you did for each letter of FAST. Your partner is going to ask one question. If 
the outcome was effective, your partner can ask you what you think was done well. If the 
outcome was not as effective as intended, your partner can ask what you think could have 
been done differently and can offer some suggestions to help. Then switch roles. Be sure 
that you both get a chance to tell about one situation for FAST.

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Ask students to share with the class what their partners reported on. Students will explain 
what was done for each of the letters in FAST. Be sure to provide corrective feedback as 
needed, and reinforce students for sharing the homework and practicing the skill.

Troubleshoot with any students who did not complete the homework what may have been 
in their way and how they will complete the homework this week.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. If you are 
not able to review homework with each student each lesson, then be sure to get to each stu-
dent over the course of several lessons. Comment on the amount of skill use you see marked 
on the diary cards for students. Encourage students who have low skill use to practice more, 
and keep reminding them that only with practice will the skills become more helpful and 
automatic.



 Lesson 29 327

Introduction of Main Ideas (10 minutes)

Begin by asking:

Have you ever had a situation where you wanted something really badly but you asked for 
it too lightly, or quickly took no for an answer when you really, really wanted it and thought 
you deserved it? How about on the other side: Have you ever asked for something so 
strongly that the other person couldn’t say no to you because you wouldn’t accept no for 
an answer? In either case, how did that affect the relationship?

Elicit responses. Then explain:

In today’s lesson, we will focus on two things. First, we will learn how to decide whether or 
not it is appropriate to ask for something or to say no right now. Second, we will focus on 
how strongly we should ask or say no in an interpersonal situation right now. Basically, we 
are going to focus on how strongly we should use our DEAR MAN, GIVE, and FAST skills 
before we put them all together.

A key component to being interpersonally effective is recognizing that these questions 
and situations do not always have black‑and‑white answers or solutions and that we need 
to consider different factors when asking for something or saying no. There are 10 factors 
that play important roles in these decisions because they affect the intensity with which 
we ask or say no.

Review of Handout 29.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Evaluating 
Your Options

Have students turn to Handout 29.1. Have one student read through the top part of the hand-
out (the first two sentences).

Now draw a vertical line on the board and put a 1 at the top and a 10 at the bottom, with 
the remaining numbers spaced evenly in between. Highlight the different levels of intensity 
listed in the handout. Ask:

What would low‑ intensity behaviors for asking or saying no look like? What would high‑ 
intensity behaviors look like?

Have students discuss the difference between low- intensity behaviors (e.g., avoiding eye con-
tact, low voice tone, hinting without being direct, giving in to the other person) and high- 
intensity behaviors (e.g., refusing to negotiate, louder voice tone, being firm). Then ask:

Where do you tend to fall on the continuum? Is it always different, or does your behavior 
tend to be more toward the top or the bottom? Where would you prefer to be?

Provide students a moment to think about their answers. A few may share if they desire. Then 
say:



328 iNSTRuCTOR iNFORMaTiON, lESSON plaNS, aND TESTS 

Today we are going to learn 10 factors to consider in determining which level of intensity is 
appropriate for each situation. It is important to keep in mind that what works in one situ‑
ation may not work in another. You can use a certain intensity to tell your younger sibling 
that you are not going to help him or her, but using that same intensity with your parents 
would probably get you in trouble. You may ask for money from one of your parents with 
a certain amount of intensity one day, but if that parent has just been fired, you would use 
a different intensity. Your behavior needs to be appropriate to the situation.

Discussion: Factors to Consider (20 minutes)

For this part of the lesson, you and the students are going to walk through the 10 factors, 
using their (and your) own examples. For each factor, have a student read the description on 
Handout 29.2, and then have all the students determine whether that is an important factor 
for them.

Review of Handout 29.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Factors to Consider
Review of Handout 29.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Figuring Out How 
Strongly to Ask or Say No

Ask all students to have viewable on their desks both Handout 29.2 and Handout 29.3. Explain:

In this part of the lesson, we are going to learn the 10 factors to take into account when 
we are deciding how firm or intense we want to be in asking or saying no. First, we all need 
to come up with an example of something we want to ask someone for or something we 
know we want to say no to. For this exercise, the examples need to be things that we are 
willing to share with the class and are appropriate for school discussion.

Give students a minute to generate a situation. As the teacher, you must come up with an 
example as well. Possible ideas for you include asking the principal for a raise, asking another 
teacher to cover your class so you can go to the gym, or asking a family member to clean his 
or her room. Possible examples for everyone include asking a partner or friend to go to a con-
cert that the other person is unlikely to enjoy, saying no to giving someone a ride home after 
school, saying no to going to a concert with someone, or saying no to a good friend about get-
ting “BFF” tattoos or piercings.

As the students are generating their examples and sharing them, go around and give each 
student 10 dimes (or paper clips, if you don’t have dimes; if the class is large, you may also 
pass out the items before the class starts to save time). Once the students have their examples 
ready, go around the room and ask them to share briefly what they will be asking for or saying 
no to, in order to ensure that everyone has an example. Then explain:

We are going to walk through Handout 29.2 to determine how strongly to ask or say no, 
using our examples. Handout 29.3 is a practice worksheet for us to use. It lists all the 
factors and is an easy way for us to go through the factors quickly, once we learn them 
from Handout 29.2. Each time we go through one of the factors, for those of you trying 
to determine how strongly to ask for something, I want you to put a dime [or paper clip] in 
your bank by moving it to the top of your desk. On Handout 29.3, you can also circle the 
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10¢ symbol listed on the left side of the page each time your answer is yes for the specific 
factor. For those of you trying to determine how strongly to say no, I want you to put a 
dime [or paper clip] in your bank, or on Handout 29.3 circle the 10¢ symbol listed on the 
right side of the page, each time your answer is no for the specific factor. At the end, we 
will add up all of our dimes in the bank [or paper clips] and determine how strongly we 
should do our DEAR MAN skills.

Now walk the class through the exercise, using your own example as well as the students’ 
examples. For illustrative purposes, the material below uses the example of asking a parent 
for permission to get a piercing; therefore, you will need to keep track of the yes responses for 
this request. As you go through each factor, have one student read the factor and description 
from Handout 29.2. Provide the further explanation as outlined below, and then determine 
together with the students whether that factor fits the scenario or not.

Depending on class size, you may not be able to have every student share his or her 
answer for each factor. Be sure to have all students share at least once, however. Also, be sure 
to ask whether any students are not sure of their answer, and have the class help those stu-
dents decide. As the teacher, you will be also sharing your answer for each question with the 
class on the board. As you go through each factor, write the name of the factor on the board. 
Each time the factor fits for your example, place a check mark or write “10¢” next to it so the 
class can follow your model on the board.

CAPABIlITy

Have a student read through the questions in Handout 29.2. Then say:

Is the person able to give you what you want? If the answer is yes, you put a dime [or a 
paper clip] in the bank. If the answer is no, then you keep your dime [or paper clip].

Example:

Let’s look at our earlier example of asking your parents to allow you to get a piercing. In 
this case, the answer is yes: They are your legal guardians, so they are capable of giving 
permission. Therefore, you would put a dime in the bank and circle the 10¢ symbol on the 
left side of Handout 29.3.

Go around the room and ask students to identify whether or not the persons they are asking 
have the capability of giving them what they want. Or, if the students are being asked for 
something, do the students have the capability? Ask clarifying questions as needed. In addi-
tion, use your own example as needed to provide further clarification and practice.

PrIorITIES

Have a student read through the questions on Handout 29.2. Then say:

Next, you have to decide what your priority is. Is your objective a higher priority than the 
relationship? If the objective is a higher priority, then your answer is yes, and you put a 
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dime [or paper clip] in the bank. If the relationship is a higher priority, then your answer is 
no, and you keep your dime [or paper clip].

Example:

So let’s look to our example of asking your parents to allow you to get a piercing. Do you 
care more about what you want than about keeping the relationship? No, you may want 
that piercing really badly, but it is probably not worth destroying your relationship with your 
parents. For this example, then, you would keep your money.

Go around the room and ask students to state briefly state what their priority is and to share 
it with the class. Ask clarifying questions as needed, and use your own example as needed.

SElF‑rESPECT

Have a student read through the questions on Handout 29.2. Then say:

How will you feel about yourself after you ask? Do you typically ask for many things, or do 
you usually do things on your own? Can you ask without acting helpless?

Example:

Let’s assume in this case that you don’t ask your parents for things like this all the time. 
Let’s also assume that you will retain your self‑ respect by asking directly without whining 
or yelling, even if they say no. So the answer to this question is yes: You can increase your 
intensity of asking, and therefore you would put a dime [or paper clip] in the bank.

Go around the room and ask students to identify whether or not making the request or saying 
no to a request will have an impact on their self- respect. If the students are not acting helpless 
and usually do things for themselves, then the answer to making a request is yes, and the dime 
(or paper clip) goes in the bank. If saying no to a request doesn’t make the students feel worse 
about themselves, then the answer is no, and they put the dime (or paper clip) in the bank. Ask 
clarifying questions as needed, and use your own example as needed.

rIghTS

Have a student read through the questions on Handout 29.2. Then say:

Is the person required by law or moral code to give you what you want?

Example:

In the piercing example, no, there is no law that says you have to get a piercing, so you 
would keep your dime. But if your parents were required by law to say yes to the piercing, 
then the answer to the question about rights would be yes, and you would add a dime [or 
paper clip] to the bank and increase your intensity of asking.
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Go around the room and ask students to identify whether or not either they or the persons 
making the request of them are required by law or moral code to make the request. Ask clari-
fying questions as needed, and use your own example as needed.

AuThorITy

Have a student read through the questions on Handout 29.2. Then say:

Are you responsible for directing the person or telling the person what to do?

Example:

In the piercing example, no, actually, it is the opposite. So you would keep your dime [or 
paper clip]. If a person making a request of you does not have authority over you, then 
your answer would be no, and you would put a dime [or paper clip] in the bank. This would 
increase your intensity of saying no to the request.

Go around the room and ask students to identify whether or not either they or the person 
making the request has the authority to make the request. Ask clarifying questions as needed, 
and use your own example as needed. (With the piercing example, a student may argue that 
the student who wants the piercing has authority over his or her own body. Although this is 
true, the student needs the parents’ written permission to get the piercing; therefore, the par-
ents have authority over the student.)

rElATIonShIP

Have a student read through the questions on Handout 29.2. Then say:

Is asking appropriate to the current relationship?

Example:

In the piercing example, yes, since you are a minor, you need your parents’ written 
 permission in order to get the piercing from a reputable place. So you would add a dime 
[or paper clip] to your bank. Let’s assume for a moment, however, that you are asking 
your 22‑year‑old brother’s permission (and that he is not your legal guardian). Would that 
be appropriate to the relationship? In this case, no, it would not be. So your answer for 
this factor in this case would be no, and you would not put a dime [or paper clip] in your 
bank.

Go around the room and ask students to identify whether or not either the request they are 
making or the request being made of them is appropriate to the relationship. Ask clarifying 
questions as needed, and use your own example as needed.
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Long‑Term versus shorT‑Term goaLs

Have a student read through the questions on Handout 29.2. Then say:

How will asking now affect the relationship in the long run?

Example:

In the piercing example, will not asking for the piercing now maintain the peace in the 
short term, but be likely to cause more frustration later? The answer is no: If you don’t ask 
now, it won’t cause more problems later. So you would keep your dime [or paper clip], and 
your intensity of asking would not increase.

Ask for examples of situations where a person may give in to keep the short-term peace, 
although it may cause frustration or resentment later. Or you can use these examples:

•	 A friend, Linh, asks you to let her copy your homework for geometry at least once or 
twice a week. She asks you again today. Although you are frustrated with her copy-
ing your work, you know she will start saying bad things about you to your friends 
if you don’t give in.

•	 You really want to go to the football game on Friday night with your friends, but 
your mom usually has you babysit on Friday nights because that is your parents’ 
date night. You think that if you ask her to give up her date night with your father, 
she will get angry or complain that she never gets time for herself. However, you 
know if you miss out on another Friday night event with your friends, you are going 
to be really angry at your parents for a long time (and probably will not be very nice 
to your younger siblings).

Go around the room and ask students to identify whether or not making the request or saying 
no to a request is likely to keep the peace in the short term, but to create problems later. Ask 
clarifying questions as needed, and use your own example as needed.

give and Take

Have a student read through the questions on Handout 29.2. Then say:

In your relationship with this person, do you give as much as you are asking for?

Example:

In the piercing example, let’s say that you clean the table and do the dishes after dinner 
each night, and you babysit your younger siblings on the weekends when your parents ask 
you to. So your answer would be yes, and you would add a dime [or paper clip] to your 
bank.
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Go around the room and ask students to identify whether or not they have reciprocal relation-
ships with the other persons, meaning, “Do I do as much for them when they ask me as I ask 
of them?” Ask clarifying questions as needed, and use your own example as needed.

hoMEWork

Have a student read through the questions on Handout 29.2. Then say:

When you are making a request, “doing your homework” includes having all the necessary 
information needed to make the request and making both your request and goals clear to 
the person you are asking. If you have done all your homework and your request is clear, 
then your answer is yes, and you would put a dime [or paper clip] in your bank. If you are 
saying no to someone, then you want to ask yourself whether the request being made of 
you is clear, so that you know exactly what is being asked of you. If the request is not clear, 
your answer to this question is no, and you would put a dime [or paper clip] in the bank.

Example:

In the piercing example, do you know all the facts you need to know to support your 
request? Let’s assume that you have looked into different places, that you have checked 
prices, and that you have obtained all the information about keeping a piercing safe and 
healthy and avoiding infection. Let’s also assume that the piercing you want is a small gold 
ball on the left side of your nose. You will provide a picture of the type of piercing you are 
requesting.

Go around the room and ask students to identify whether or not either they or the persons 
making the request have done all their homework and whether the request is clear. Ask clari-
fying questions as needed. (For example, if the piercing example does not include information 
about the type of piercing and where the student wants it, the parents will not know what they 
were being asked. The parents may assume that the student wants an ear or tongue piercing, 
and may have a different reaction based on this assumption.)

TIMIng

Have a student read through the questions on Handout 29.2. Then say:

Is this a good time to ask?

Example:

In the piercing example, let’s assume that you just got good grades on the latest progress 
report, so your parents are happy with you and are in a good mood right now. But when 
do you think might not be a good time to ask for something or say no?
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Allow students to generate multiple examples of good times and bad times to ask for some-
thing or to say no to something. In the piercing example, the parents may be happy with the 
student for getting good grades, but if the parents have just finished having an argument or 
are experiencing increased stress right now because they are cleaning the house for a party, 
then it might not be a good time.

Once all 10 factors have been reviewed with the students, have everyone add up all of 
the yes or no responses for the example used. For instance, for the piercing example, there 
are six yes responses. Turn back to Handout 29.1 and read the intensity for the corresponding 
number. For an intensity level of 6, the student who wants the piercing should “ask confi-
dently; take no.” Have students count their dimes (or paper clips) in the bank and determine 
the intensity of how strongly they should ask or say no to a request.

Now ask:

Do you think it is always as simple as this to determine how to ask a question? Do you think 
that some factors sometimes outweigh other factors?

Allow students to answer, and then continue:

Sometimes we need to make a wise mind adjustment by going up or down in intensity, 
depending on the weight of some factors. For instance, in the piercing example, you may 
want to go back and see whether any of the factors should be weighed more than the oth‑
ers. For timing, yes, it may be a good time to ask because we have assumed that you have 
good grades and that your parents are in a good mood. However, you may also be aware 
that your father has just learned he has to spend money on getting the car fixed, so money 
may be an issue. Once you know that, you may weigh timing a little higher than the other 
factors and decrease your intensity. So now your intensity rating may be a 5, which says I 
should “Ask gracefully [rather than confidently], but take no.”

Ask the students whether they have any questions about this. Then have the students go 
through their own examples and make wise mind adjustments as needed. Allow some stu-
dents to share any adjustments they have made. Remind all students about the importance of 
listening to wise mind when doing this activity.

Lesson Summary (3 minutes)

State:

Being interpersonally effective requires thinking through whether it is appropriate to ask 
for something or to say no to a request. The 10 factors we have learned in this lesson give 
us a way to approach the question of how strongly to ask for something or to say no.

Briefly review the 10 factors as needed. If time allows, have one or two students model the 
intensity of how they will ask or say no, based on the results of the exercise.
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Homework Assignment (2 minutes)

Handout 29.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Figuring Out How Strongly 
to Ask or Say No

Explain:

Use Handout 29.3 to review the 10 factors we have learned today and determine your 
intensity again. You can also go through this handout again if another situation occurs 
this week.

Homework 29.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Using Interpersonal 
Effectiveness Skills at the Same Time

Explain:

The second part of your homework assignment is to practice the DEAR MAN, GIVE, and 
FAST skills with the example you used today in class or the one you use for Handout 29.3 
if another situation occurs, and to report back to us next week on how it went. Write down 
the scenario and what you said and did for each skill.

Finally, remember that the Interpersonal Effectiveness Test is also next week, so 
review all the skills in this module in addition to the mindfulness skills.

Diary Cards

Distribute new diary cards to the students. Highlight that they have now learned the skill 
of evaluating options, and that when they practice this skill for their homework, they are to 
circle the days and rate the skill use for the week on the diary card (along with the other skills 
that they have been taught).

Finally, do some troubleshooting: Ask students whether they have any questions about 
the homework or any obstacles to completing it. If so, answer the questions and address the 
obstacles. Obstacles may include, but are not limited to, the following: Students have no inten-
tion of doing the assignment, have too much other homework this week, are likely to forget, 
or don’t understand the assignment. Help students to identify their obstacles, and work with 
them to make a plan to overcome them. Examples include encouraging a student to write 
down the assignment and set a reminder in a cell phone or calendar to complete it; discussing 
why a student has no intention of doing the homework, and working on increasing his or her 
motivation and the relevance of the assignment (e.g., grades); or clarifying any other points. 
Troubleshooting should be done each week after the homework is assigned.
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SummAry

The purpose of this final lesson is for students to demonstrate what they have learned in the 
Interpersonal Effectiveness module and to assess for areas of weakness that may need review.

mATerIAlS

1. Interpersonal Effectiveness Test (make enough copies for the whole class).
2. Diary cards: Have blank diary cards available to distribute at the end of class.
3. Pens and/or pencils for the students.

PrePArATIon

1. Arrange desks as usual for taking exams.
2. Review the Interpersonal Effectiveness Test in order to be able to answer any questions 

students may have.

leSSon overvIew AnD TImelIne

•	 Mindfulness exercise (5 minutes)
�� Observing/wise mind: Breathing in “Wise,” breathing out “Mind” (3 minutes)
�� Describing observations of the exercise (2 minutes)

•	 Homework review (10 minutes)
�� Handout 29.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Figuring Out How Strongly to Ask or Say No

leSSon 30

Interpersonal Effectiveness
Interpersonal Effectiveness Test
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�� Homework 29.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Using Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills 
at the Same Time
�{ Sharing in small groups
�{ Sharing with class

�� Diary cards
•	 Module and test review (5 minutes)
•	 Administration of test (28 minutes)
•	 Distribution of diary cards (2 minutes)

DeTAIleD leSSon PlAn

Mindfulness Exercise (5 minutes)

Observing/Wise Mind: Breathing in “Wise,” Breathing out “Mind” 
(3 minutes)

Welcome the class. Explain:

Because today is a test day, for mindfulness we are going to do an exercise we have done 
before to observe our breath and access wise mind. We are going to try to find that still 
point within us, focusing on the present moment while we breathe in the word “Wise” 
and breathe out the word “Mind.” As we inhale, we are going to say the word “Wise” to 
ourselves, and as we exhale, we are going to say the word “Mind” to ourselves. This is a 
practice we can use whenever we need to access wise mind. Since our breath is always 
with us, we can use this practice anywhere as well. You may find yourself practicing this 
today either before or during this test or any test on any day. Skill in accessing wise mind 
comes with regular practice. Again, if thoughts or judgments come up, notice them and 
then just let them go, returning to your wise mind breathing.

Continue:

When I say 1, that’s the signal to sit in the mindful/wide‑awake position we are familiar with 
by now. This means keeping our feet flat on the floor, sitting up straight, and putting our 
hands in our laps. For this exercise, we will keep our eyes open with a soft gaze, looking 
forward and down, but at nothing in particular. If you notice any urge to move, other than 
blinking or swallowing, notice it without acting on it, and return to your breath. When I 
say 2, that’s the signal to take a deep breath. When I say 3, that’s the signal to begin the 
practice. I’ll say, “Stop,” to end it.

Now start the practice by counting to 3.

1: Get yourself into the mindful/wide‑awake position. 2: Take a deep breath. 3: Begin the 
practice.

After 2 minutes, say, “Stop.”
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Describing Observations of the Exercise (2 minutes)

Have students share an observation in the moment. Provide feedback about observations 
as needed, ensuring that each statement consists of something a student can observe and 
describe nonjudgmentally (e.g., I noticed the urge to move my body, I noticed I held my 
breath between inhaling and exhaling, I noticed a thought about how this was different from 
last week, I noticed a thought . . . , I noticed the sensation . . . , I noticed my mind wandering 
to other thoughts. I had lots of thoughts about how this could be helpful to me, I noticed I 
liked last week’s practice better, I noticed I was uncomfortable so had to move . . . ).

Homework Review (10 minutes)

Handout 29.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Figuring Out How Strongly 
to Ask or Say No
Homework 29.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Using Interpersonal 
Effectiveness Skills at the Same Time

ShArIng In SMAll grouPS

Have students divide into small groups of three. Explain:

Each of you is first going to report on the practice of using the 10 factors to determine the 
intensity of asking for or saying no to someone. Second, each of you is to report on your 
use of the DEAR MAN, GIVE, and FAST skills for either last week’s example or the one 
used in the 10 factors and describe the intensity you used to ask or say no. How did it go?

Walk around and listen to the groups, offering feedback and answering questions as needed.

ShArIng WITh ThE ClASS

Ask two or three students to share their homework with the whole class. Choose at least one 
person who completed the homework, as well as at least one student who reported not com-
pleting the homework or struggling with the assignment. Provide feedback and coaching to 
the student(s) who had difficulty on how to improve the skill practice.

Troubleshoot with any students who did not complete the homework what may have been 
in their way and how they will complete the homework this week.

Diary Cards

Ask all students to turn in their diary cards and homework sheets to be reviewed. This is the 
last of the lessons; thus comment on the amount of skill use you have seen, especially com-
pared to skill use at the beginning of the curriculum.
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Module and Test Review (5 minutes)

Answer students’ questions about the material presented in the Interpersonal Effectiveness 
module (and remind them that the test will also include a few questions about the Mindful-
ness module) before you distribute the test.

Administration of Test (28 minutes)

Administer the Interpersonal Effectiveness Test.

Distribution of Diary Cards (2 minutes)

Distribute new diary cards to students after they have turned in their tests. Say to them:

Congratulations! You have completed the entire DBT STEPS‑A curriculum! Although com‑
pleting diary cards is no longer required, I want to encourage all of you to continue com‑
pleting these cards in order to remind yourself regularly of all the skills you have learned in 
this class. I also hope that you continue to use your skills and refer to your handouts and 
homework sheets for help with the skills. Remember, these are skills that we all need to use 
every day of our lives in order to be effective!
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

Name: 

Note: Although the test mainly covers the distress tolerance skills, it also includes some questions on 
mindfulness skills.

 1. Fill in the three states of mind:

mind

mindmind

 2. Name the “what” skills and explain how you would use them.

 3. Name “how” skills and explain how you use them.

(continued)

Distress Tolerance Test
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 4. Distress tolerance skills are: (circle one)

a. Skills for interacting effectively with other people.

b. Skills for getting through a difficult situation without making it worse.

c. Skills for finding your wise mind.

d. Skills for accepting and tolerating urges to act on your emotions in distressing situations.

 5. Name the two types of distress tolerance skills.

a.  

b.  

Mnemonic Quiz

 6. TIP your body chemistry:

 T 

 I 

 P 

 7. IMPROVE the moment:

 I 

 M 

 P 

 R 

 O 

 V 

 E 

 8. Describe the purpose of the self-soothing skills, and give an example of each.

 Purpose:  

  

  

  

a.  

  

b.  

  

c.  

  
 
 
 

(continued)

Distress Tolerance Test (page 2 of 4)
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d.  

  

e.  

  

f.  

  

 9. What system is activated when we use the TIP skills to change the intensity of our emotions?

  

10. What are the five key components to maximizing the effectiveness of managing extreme emotions 
by using temperature?

a.  

b.  

c.  

d.  

e.  

11. Situation: You are walking down the hall at school, heading to take an exam that is worth 90% of 
your grade for a class you need to graduate, and you get a call from your mom that your dog has 
just been hit by a car and died. You want to leave school and skip your exam. Using your distress 
tolerance skills other than pros and cons, what would you do?

 
(continued)

Distress Tolerance Test (page 3 of 4)
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12. Complete the pros-and-cons table below, based on the scenario in question 11. Decision 1 is 
staying in class and taking the exam; Decision 2 is leaving school and skipping the exam.

Pros Cons
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Distress Tolerance Test (page 4 of 4)
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

 1. Fill in the three states of mind:

mind

mindmind

Wise

EmotionReasonable

 2. Name the “what” skills and explain how you would use them.

The “what” skills are observing, describing, and participating. The 
description of how to use them needs to include that each of these 
skills has to be used one at a time.

 3. Name “how” skills and explain how you use them.

The “how” skills are nonjudgmentally, one-mindfully, and 
effectively. The description of how to use them needs to include 
that they can be used simultaneously.

 4. Distress tolerance skills are: (circle one)

a. Skills for interacting effectively with other people.

b. Skills for getting through a diffi cult situation without making it worse.

c. Skills for fi nding your wise mind.

d. Skills for accepting and tolerating urges to act on your emotions in distressing situations.

 5. Name the two types of distress tolerance skills.

a. Crisis survival skills 

b. Reality acceptance skills 

(continued)

Distress Tolerance Test Answer Key
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Mnemonic Quiz

 6. TIP your body chemistry:

 Temperature 

 Intense exercise 

 Paced breathing 

 7. IMPROVE the moment:

 Imagery 

 Meaning 

 Prayer 

 Relaxation 

 One thing in the moment 

 Vacation 

 Encouragement 

 8. Describe the purpose of the self-soothing skills, and give an example of each.

 Purpose: To engage in behaviors that one would consider loving,  

 soothing, and enjoyable during times of emotional distress. 

  

  

a. Seeing 

  

b. Hearing 

  

c. Tasting 

  

d. Touching 

  

e. Smelling 

  

f. Movement 

 Refer to Handout 7.1 for examples of skills. 

 9. What system is activated when we use the TIP skills to change the intensity of our emotions?

 Parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) 
 
 

(continued)
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10. What are the five key components to maximizing the effectiveness of managing extreme emotions 
by using temperature?

a. Cold 

b. Wet 

c. Face 

d. Bend over 

e. Hold breath 

11. Situation: You are walking down the hall at school, heading to take an exam that is worth 90% of 
your grade for a class you need to graduate, and you get a call from your mom that your dog has 
just been hit by a car and died. You want to leave school and skip your exam. Using your distress 
tolerance skills, what would you do?

Answer may include the use of various crisis survival skills in 
order to tolerate the urge to leave school and skip the exam; and/
or the use of radical acceptance of the facts that there is nothing 
that the student can do right now to help the dog, and that he or 
she won’t be able to retake the exam.

12. Complete the pros-and-cons table below, based on the scenario in question 11. Decision 1 is 
staying in class and taking the exam; Decision 2 is leaving school and skipping the exam.

Answers should include both short-term and long-term consequences, 
and should also include the impact on emotions. Below is only an 
example of possible answers.

Pros Cons
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•	 Won’t fail exam.
•	 Keeps me in line for 
graduation.

•	 Won’t have to see my dog in 
injured state.

•	 Won’t be able to see my dog.
•	 Others may see me crying.
•	 Too hard to focus on the exam.
•	 Have to experience my sadness.
•	 Won’t be able to concentrate 
on the test.
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•	 Others won’t see me crying.
•	 Get to see my dog.
•	 Don’t have to focus on the 
exam while I am distracted by 
my dog dying.

•	 Will miss the exam.
•	 Won’t graduate on time.
•	 My mother will be angry at me 
for skipping the exam.

•	 My teacher may be angry at me 
for skipping the exam.

•	 I might not be able to retake 
the exam.

•	 I will feel shame for skipping 
the exam.

Distress Tolerance Test Answer Key (page 3 of 3)
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

Name:  

Note: Although the test mainly covers the emotion regulation skills, it also includes some questions on 
mindfulness skills.

 1. What are the three “what” skills? (circle one)

a. Observing, describing, effectively

b. Observing, one-mindfully, nonjudgmentally

c. Participating, describing, observing

d. Nonjudgmentally, one-mindfully, effectively

 2. Wordless watching is part of which skill? (circle one)

a. Describing

b. Nonjudgmentally

c. Observing

d. Wise mind

 3. Focusing on what works is part of which skill? (circle one)

a. Participating

b. Wise mind

c. Nonjudgmentally

d. Effectively
(continued)
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 5. Pick and circle an emotion (joy, love, sadness, anger, fear, shame). Then fill in the blanks:

a. A prompting event for this emotion could be  .

b. An interpretation of this could be  .

c. The experience of this emotion is  .

d. The expression of this emotion is  .

e. The aftereffects of this emotion are  .

 6. List the three functions of emotions.

a.  

b.  

c.  

 7. Challenging black-and-white thinking or catastrophic thoughts is a step in which skill?

  

  

 8. If you are going to focus on Accumulating positive experiences, you will: (circle one)

a. Identify at least one pleasurable activity to enjoy daily.

b. Identify your values.

c. Engage in behaviors that increase your confidence in yourself and make you think you are 
competent.

d. All of the above.

e. Only a or b.

 9. What is the most important thing to identify when using the skill of Coping ahead? (circle one)

a. The prompting event.

b. The best possible outcome.

c. The most likely outcome.

d. The threat.

e. None of the above.

10. List and describe the skills for reducing vulnerability to emotion mind by taking care of your body.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
 

(continued)
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11. What are the action urge and opposite action for each of the following emotions when the emotion 
does not fit the facts?

Emotion Action urge Opposite action

1. Fear

2. Guilt

3. Sadness

4. Anger

12. In general, when is it the appropriate time to use problem-solving skills?

  

  

  

13. In the Distress Tolerance module, we learned that sometimes it is important to distract from our 
emotions. In the Emotion Regulation module, we learned that sometimes it is important to sit 
with and experience our emotions. Name the emotion regulation skill we would use to sit with 
our emotion, and describe when we should use the emotion regulation skill of experiencing the 
emotion over the distress tolerance skill of distracting from it.
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

 1. What are the three “what” skills? (circle one)

a. Observing, describing, effectively

b. Observing, one-mindfully, nonjudgmentally

c. Participating, describing, observing

d. Nonjudgmentally, one-mindfully, effectively

 2. Wordless watching is part of which skill? (circle one)

a. Describing

b. Nonjudgmentally

c. Observing

d. Wise mind

 3. Focusing on what works is part of which skill? (circle one)

a. Participating

b. Wise mind

c. Nonjudgmentally

d. Effectively

 4. Fill in the labels for the model of emotions:

 Refer to Handout 16.1 for the labels to the model of emotions.

 5. Pick and circle an emotion (joy, love, sadness, anger, fear, shame). Then fill in the blanks:

 Refer to Handout 16.2 for ways to describe emotions.

 6. List the three functions of emotions.

a. Emotions motivate and prepare us for action. 

b. Emotions communicate to and influence others. 

c. Emotions communicate and provide information to ourselves. 

 7. Challenging black-and-white thinking or catastrophic thoughts is a step in which skill?

 Checking the facts 
 
 

(continued)
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 8. If you are going to focus on Accumulating positive experiences, you will: (circle one)

a. Identify at least one pleasurable activity to enjoy daily.

b. Identify your values.

c. Engage in behaviors that increase your confidence in yourself and make you think you are 
competent.

d. All of the above.

e. Only a or b.

 9. What is the most important thing to identify when using the skill of Coping ahead? (circle one)

a. The prompting event.

b. The best possible outcome.

c. The most likely outcome.

d. The threat.

e. None of the above.

10. List and describe the skills for reducing vulnerability to emotion mind by taking care of your body.

 PL: Treat PhysicaL Illness—if you are sick, get treatment.

 E: Balance Eating—not too much or too little.

 A: Avoid mood-altering drugs—don’t use drugs or alcohol.

 S: Balance Sleep—not too much or too little.

 E: Get Exercise—get at least 20 minutes per day.

11. What are the action urge and opposite action for each of the following emotions when the emotion 
does not fit the facts?

Emotion Action urge Opposite action

1. Fear Escape or avoiding Approach

2. Guilt Overpromise not to do 
it again; disclaim all 
responsibility; hide; beg 
forgiveness

Don’t apologize or try to 
make up for it; change body 
posture; do the behavior 
repeatedly

3. Sadness Withdraw; become passive; 
isolate

Get active

4. Anger Attack Gently avoid
Be a little nicer to person.
Put yourself in the other 
person’s shoes.

 
(continued)
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12. In general, when is it the appropriate time to use problem-solving skills?

 When the emotion fits the facts (or is justified). 

13. In the Distress Tolerance module, we learned that sometimes it is important to distract from our 
emotions. In the Emotion Regulation module, we learned that sometimes it is important to sit 
with and experience our emotions. Name the emotion regulation skill we would use to sit with 
our emotion, and describe when we should use the emotion regulation skill of experiencing the 
emotion over the distress tolerance skill of distracting from it.

 Mindfulness to current emotions (the wave skill): It is effective  

 to distract from our emotions and their action urges when we need  

 to get through a difficult situation without making it worse. For  

 example, we might need to distract from emotions when we are about  

 to take a test. It is also important to allow ourselves to  

 experience emotions by using mindfulness to current emotions— 

 that is, mindfully observing an emotion and the physical sensations  

 associated with the emotion. We must learn to experience our  

 emotions, so we learn that emotions are not catastrophic and that 

 they can be tolerated. 
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

Name:  

Although the test mainly covers the interpersonal effectiveness skills, it also includes some questions 
on mindfulness skills.

Mnemonic Quiz

 1. DEAR

 D .

 E .

 A .

 R .

 2. MAN:

 M .

 A .

 N .

 3. GIVE:

 G .

 I .

 V .

 E .

 4. FAST:

 F .

 A .

 S .

 T .
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(continued)
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 5. The DEAR MAN skills focus on what priority?           , which entails  
           and           .

 6. The FAST skills focus on what priority?        .

 7. List and describe 7 of the 10 factors to consider when determining the intensity of your DEAR 
MAN skills.

a.             

b.             

c.             

d.             

e.             

f.             

g.             

 8. Situation: Your friend borrowed your favorite DVD and then returned it with a scratch so deep that 
it skips. You feel that your friend should buy you a replacement DVD, only you are nervous about 
his or her reaction if you bring it up. You have the money to replace it yourself, but then you can’t 
afford to go to the movie that you wanted to see this weekend if you do that. Using your wise 
mind, rank your interpersonal effectiveness priorities. Then describe how you will skillfully address 
the situation by using your interpersonal skills and what you will say to your friend, keeping in 
mind your goals. Also name the skills that you would use.

 Priorities:

a.  

  

b.  

  

c.  

  

 Description and skills used:

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
(continued)
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 9. Situation: It is the day of a big test at school. Your friend wants you to ditch class to go to the 
mall. This is a new friend, so you are really trying to make sure that this person likes you—but 
you also know that this is a big test in your class, and that you need to do well on it to keep from 
failing the class. Using your wise mind, describe how you are going to handle this situation by 
using your interpersonal effectiveness skills and what you will say to your friend, keeping in mind 
your goals. Also name the skills that you would use.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

10. Situation: You just received your homework assignment back from your teacher and were given 
a failing grade. You know that you didn’t do your best on the assignment, but you are thinking, 
“What a jerk this teacher is,” and “I am the worst student in the world.” Now the teacher is 
handing out a pop quiz. Using your mindfulness “how” skills, describe how you are going to 
participate fully in the quiz.
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

Mnemonic Quiz

 1. DEAR:

 Describe 

 Express 

 Assert 

 Reinforce 

 2. MAN:

 Mindful 

 Appear confident 

 Negotiate 

 3. GIVE:

 (be) Gentle 

 (act) Interested 

  Validate 

 (use an) Easy (manner) 

 4. FAST:

 (be) Fair 

 (no) Apologies 

  Stick to values 

 (be) Truthful 

 5. The DEAR MAN skills focus on what priority? Objectives effectiveness, which entails 
asking for what you want and saying no to things you don’t want.

 6. The FAST skills focus on what priority?: Self-respect effectiveness   .

 7. List and describe the 7 of the 10 factors to consider when determining the intensity of your DEAR 
MAN skills.

 See Handout 29.2 for the names and desscriptions of all 10 factors.
 
 
 
 
 

(continued)
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 8. Situation: Your friend borrowed your favorite DVD and then returned it with a scratch so deep that 
it skips. You feel that your friend should buy you a replacement DVD, only you are nervous about 
his or her reaction if you bring it up. You have the money to replace it yourself, but then you can’t 
afford to go to the movie that you wanted to see this weekend if you do that. Using your wise 
mind, rank your interpersonal effectiveness priorities. Then describe how you will skillfully address 
the situation by using your interpersonal skills and what you will say to your friend, keeping in 
mind your goals. Also name the skills that you would use.

 Priorities:

 Priorities will vary, depending on the student’s reading of the 
situation.

 Description and skills used:

 A correct answer will employ the GIVE, FAST, and/or DEAR MAN 
skills and should match the priorities the student has listed 
above.

 9. Situation: It is the day of a big test at school. Your friend wants you to ditch class to go to the 
mall. This is a new friend, so you are really trying to make sure that this person likes you—but 
you also know that this is a big test in your class, and that you need to do well on it to keep from 
failing the class. Using your wise mind, describe how you are going to handle this situation by 
using your interpersonal effectiveness skills and what you will say to your friend, keeping in mind 
your goals. Also name the skills that you would use.

 The answers will vary; a wise mind decision should use the DEAR MAN 
skills, although some students may choose to answer using GIVE.

10. Situation: You just received your homework assignment back from your teacher and were given 
a failing grade. You know that you didn’t do your best on the assignment, but you are thinking, 
“What a jerk this teacher is,” and “I am the worst student in the world.” Now the teacher is 
handing out a pop quiz. Using your mindfulness “how” skills, describe how you are going to 
participate fully in the quiz.

 A correct answer will describe being one-mindful, letting go of 
judgments toward the self and the teacher and focusing on what works.
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Part III consists of handouts for the students participating in a DBT STEPS-A class. 
There are two different types of student handouts. The ones with the word “Hand-
out” in their numbers are informational or work activity sheets corresponding to the 
designated lessons (e.g., Handouts 1.1 and 1.2 are the first two handouts in Lesson 
1). The handouts with the word “Homework” in their numbers are designed for stu-
dents to complete on their own outside of class (e.g., Homework 2.3 is the homework 
sheet for Lesson 2, to be reviewed early in Lesson 3). There may be several occasions 
where students begin to complete their homework sheets in class, but the majority of 
the homework sheets are designed for practicing the skills beyond the DBT STEPS-A 
classroom. Also included at the beginning of Part III is the student diary card, which 
lists all the skills that will be taught throughout the DBT STEPS-A curriculum.

DBT STEPS‑A Skills Daily Diary Card 363

Lesson 1. Orientation

Handout 1.1. General Guidelines 365
Handout 1.2. Goals of DBT STEPS‑A 366
Handout 1.3. Options for Solving Any Problem 368
Handout 1.4. Class Schedule 369

Lesson 2. Dialectics

Handout 2.1. Dialectics: What Is It? What’s the Big Deal? 370
Handout 2.2. Dialectical Thinking: “How To” Guide 371
Homework 2.3. Practice in Thinking and Acting Dialectically 372

Lesson 3. Mindfulness: Wise Mind

Handout 3.1. Mindfulness: Taking Hold of Your Mind 374
Handout 3.2. Mindfulness: Why Bother? 375
Handout 3.3. Mindfulness: Three States of Mind 376
Handout 3.4. Practicing Wise Mind 377
Homework 3.5. Practice Observing Yourself in the Three States of Mind 379

PART III

STUDENT HANDOUTS
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Lesson 4. Mindfulness: “What” Skills

Handout 4.1. Mindfulness: “What Skills” 380
Handout 4.2. Mindfulness: Observing Practice 381
Homework 4.3. Mindfulness: Practicing“What” Skills 382

Lesson 5. Mindfulness: “How” Skills

Handout 5.1. Mindfulness: “How Skills” 383
Homework 5.2. Mindfulness: Practicing “How” Skills 384

Lesson 6. Distress Tolerance: Introduction to Crisis Survival Skills, and ACCEPTS

Handout 6.1. Distress Tolerance: Why Bother Coping with Painful Feelings and Urges? 385
Handout 6.2. Distress Tolerance: When to Use Crisis Survival Skills 386
Handout 6.3. Distress Tolerance: Crisis Survival Skills 387
Handout 6.4. Distress Tolerance: Distract with Wise Mind ACCEPTS 388
Homework 6.5. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Wise Mind ACCEPTS 389

Lesson 7. Distress Tolerance: Self‑Soothe and IMPROVE the Moment

Handout 7.1. Distress Tolerance: Self‑Soothe Skills 391
Handout 7.2. Distress Tolerance: IMPROVE the Moment 392
Homework 7.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing IMPROVE the Moment 393
Homework 7.4. Distress Tolerance: Creating Your Crisis Survival Kit 395

Lesson 8. Distress Tolerance: TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions

Handout 8.1. Distress Tolerance: TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions 396
Homework 8.2. Distress Tolerance: Using TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions 397

Lesson 9. Distress Tolerance: Pros and Cons

Handout 9.1. Distress Tolerance: Pros and Cons 398
Homework 9.2. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Pros and Cons 399

Lesson 10. Distress Tolerance: Introduction to Reality Acceptance Skills, 
and Radical Acceptance

Handout 10.1. Distress Tolerance: Overview of Reality Acceptance Skills 401
Handout 10.2. Distress Tolerance: Accepting Reality 402
Handout 10.3. Distress Tolerance: Radical Acceptance, Step by Step 403
Homework 10.4. Distress Tolerance: Choosing Things for Radical Acceptance Practice 404

Lesson 11. Distress Tolerance: Turning the Mind and Willingness

Handout 11.1. Distress Tolerance: Turning the Mind 406
Handout 11.2. Distress Tolerance: Willingness 407
Homework 11.3. Distress Tolerance: Practice with Turning the Mind and Willingness 408

Lesson 12. Distress Tolerance: Mindfulness of Current Thoughts 
(and Distress Tolerance Test)

Handout 12.1. Distress Tolerance: Mindfulness  of Current Thoughts, Step by Step 409
Handout 12.2. Distress Tolerance: Ways to Practice Mindfulness of Current Thoughts 410
Homework 12.3. Distress Tolerance: Practicing Mindfulness of Current Thoughts 412

Lesson 13. Mindfulness: Wise Mind

Homework 13.1. Mindfulness: Solutions Using Three States of Mind 414
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Lesson 14. Mindfulness: “What” and “How” Skills

Homework 14.1. Mindfulness: Practicing “What” and “How” Skills 415

Lesson 15. Emotion Regulation: Goals of Emotion Regulation and Functions of Emotions

Handout 15.1. Emotion Regulation: Goals of Emotion Regulation 416
Handout 15.2. Emotion Regulation: Short List of Emotions 417
Handout 15.3. What Good Are Emotions? 418
Homework 15.4. Emotion Regulation: Myths about Emotions 419
Homework 15.5. Emotion Regulation: Emotion Diary 421

Lesson 16. Emotion Regulation: Describing Emotions

Handout 16.1. Emotion Regulation: Model of Emotions 422
Handout 16.2a. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Anger) 423
Handout 16.2b. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Fear) 424
Handout 16.2c. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Happiness) 425
Handout 16.2d. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Jealousy) 426
Handout 16.2e. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Love) 427
Handout 16.2f. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Sadness) 428
Handout 16.2g. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Shame) 429
Handout 16.2h. Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Guilt) 430
Homework 16.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with the Model of Emotions 431

Lesson 17. Emotion Regulation: Check the Facts and Opposite Action

Handout 17.1. Emotion Regulation: Overview of Skills for Changing Emotional Responses 432
Handout 17.2. Emotion Regulation: Check the Facts 433
Handout 17.3. Emotion Regulation: Examples of Emotions That Fit the Facts 434
Handout 17.4. Emotion Regulation: Opposite Action to Change Emotions 435
Homework 17.5. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Check the Facts 437
Homework 17.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Changing Emotions by Opposite Action 438

Lesson 18. Emotion Regulation: Problem Solving

Handout 18.1. Emotion Regulation: Problem Solving 439
Handout 18.2. Emotion Regulation: Putting Opposite Action 440 

and Problem Solving Together
Homework 18.3. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Problem Solving to Change Emotions 442

Lesson 19. Emotion Regulation: The A of ABC PLEASE

Handout 19.1. Emotion Regulation: Overview of ABC PLEASE 444
Handout 19.2. Emotion Regulation: Accumulating Positive Experiences in the Short Term 445
Handout 19.3. Emotion Regulation: Pleasant Activities List 446
Handout 19.4. Emotion Regulation: Accumulating Positive Experiences in the Long Term 448
Handout 19.5. Emotion Regulation: Wise Mind Values and Priorities List 449
Homework 19.6. Emotion Regulation: Practice with Accumulating Positive Experiences 450 

(Short‑ and Long‑Term)

Lesson 20. Emotion Regulation: The BC PLEASE of ABC PLEASE

Handout 20.1. Emotion Regulation: Building Mastery and Coping Ahead 451
Handout 20.2. Emotion Regulation: PLEASE Skills 452
Handout 20.3. Emotion Regulation: Food and Your Mood 453
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Handout 20.4. Emotion Regulation: 12 Tips for Better Sleep Hygiene 454
Homework 20.5. Emotion Regulation: Practicing with Build Mastery, Cope Ahead,  455 

and PLEASE Skills

Lesson 21. Emotion Regulation: The Wave Skill—Mindfulness of Current Emotions

Handout 21.1. Emotion Regulation: The Wave Skill— Mindfulness of  Current Emotions 456
Handout 21.2. Emotion Regulation: Review of Skills for Components of the Emotion Model 457
Homework 21.3. Emotion Regulation: Practicing the Wave Skill 458

Lesson 23. Mindfulness: Wise Mind Review

Homework 23.1. Mindfulness: Getting into Wise Mind 460

Lesson 24. Mindfulness: “What” and “How” Skills Review

Homework 24.1. Mindfulness: Observing, Describing, Participating Checklist 461
Homework 24.2. Mindfulness: Nonjudgmentalness, One‑Mindfulness,  462 

Effectiveness Checklist

Lesson 25. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Goals and Overview

Handout 25.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Overview of Building Interpersonal Effectiveness 463
Handout 25.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: What Is Your Goal? 464
Handout 25.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: What Stops You from Achieving Your Goals? 465
Homework 25.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Clarifying Priorities in Interpersonal Situations 466

Lesson 26. Interpersonal Effectiveness: DEAR MAN Skills

Handout 26.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Getting Someone to Do What You Want 467
Handout 26.2. Practice Cards for Learning the DEAR MAN Skills 468
Homework 26.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing DEAR MAN Skills 469

Lesson 27. Interpersonal Effectiveness: GIVE Skills

Handout 27.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Building and Maintaining Positive Relationships 470
Homework 27.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing GIVE Skills 471

Lesson 28. Interpersonal Effectiveness: FAST Skills

Handout 28.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Maintaining Your Self‑Respect 472
Homework 28.2. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing FAST Skills 473

Lesson 29. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Evaluating Options for How Intensely to Ask 
or Say No

Handout 29.1. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Evaluating Your Options 475
Handout 29.2. Interpersonal Effectivenes: Factors to Consider 476
Handout 29.3. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Figuring Out How Strongly to Ask or Say No 478
Homework 29.4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Using Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills 480 

at the Same Time
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General school rules apply, including but not limited to the following:

1. Attend each class. Arrive on time.

2. Your binder includes all of the handouts and homework assignments for this 
course. You are expected to bring your binder to each class, with your homework 
completed.

3. Be nonjudgmental: No put-downs. Abusive language or behavior will not be 
tolerated.

4. What is discussed in the class stays in the class. Information about other people in 
the class may be private and should be respected.

5. We will identify target behaviors for each of us that you are willing to work on 
increasing or decreasing in class. We will refer to these identified behaviors as 
“target behaviors” in class, rather than naming the specific behaviors themselves.

HANDOUT 1.1

General Guidelines
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Problems Skills

Behaviors to Decrease Behaviors to Increase

1. Difficulty managing emotions (fast, 
intense mood changes with little control, 
or a steady negative emotional state; your 
emotions control your actions)

1. Emotion regulation skills

2. Confusion: reduced awareness and focus 
(distraction) (you are not always aware of 
what you are feeling, why you get upset, 
or what your goals are; and/or you have 
trouble staying focused)

2. Mindfulness skills

3. Impulsiveness (acting without thinking it 
all through; escaping or avoiding emotions)

3. Distress tolerance skills

4. Relationship problems (pattern of difficulty 
keeping relationships, getting what you 
want, keeping self-respect; loneliness)

4. Interpersonal effectiveness skills

Goals for DBT STEPS-A: What are your goals?

Behaviors to Decrease Behaviors to Increase

1. 1.

2. 2.

3. 3.

4. 4.

5. 5.

 
(continued)

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 1.2

Goals of DBT STEPS‑A
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Where do you fall on each continuum of problems?

Place an X on each continuum for where you think you are. Sometimes people think 
that they fall on both sides of a continuum and rarely in the middle. If that is true for 
you, you can place two X’s on the continuum.

Emotions

I am completely in 
control of my emotions 
and never try to push 
them away or change 

them.

My emotions control 
everything I do and I 
cannot change them, 
OR I don’t/do have 

emotions.

Confusion/Distraction

I am always 
completely 

comfortable with and 
aware of who I am, 

how I think, and how 
I feel.

I am not at all 
comfortable or aware 
of who I am, how I 
think, or how I feel.

Impulsiveness

I am always in control 
of my behaviors; they 
are never impulsive or 

emotion-based.

My behavior is always 
out of control and 

impulsive or emotion-
based.

Relationship Problems

I have great 
relationships; I feel 

great about myself in 
all my relationships; 

and I always feel 
comfortable asking for 
things and saying no.

My relationships are all 
over the place; I don’t 
think I have the right 
to ever ask people for 
things; and I always 

give people what they 
want because I’m a 
bad person if I don’t.

Goals of DBT STEPS‑A (page 2 of 2)
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When life presents you with problems, what are your options?

1. Solve the Problem

 Change the situation . . . OR avoid, leave, or get out of the situation for good.

2. Feel Better about the Problem

 Change (or regulate) your feelings about the problem.

3. Tolerate the Problem

 Accept and tolerate both the problem and your response to the problem.

4. Stay Miserable

 Or possibly make it worse!

DBT STEPS-A Skills to Use

1. To Solve the Problem:

 Use interpersonal effectiveness skills.

 Be dialectical.

 Use problem-solving skills (from emotion regulation skills).

2. To Feel Better about the Problem:

 Use emotion regulation skills.

3. To Tolerate the Problem:

 Use distress tolerance and mindfulness skills.

4. To Stay Miserable:

 Use NO skills.

 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 1.3

Options for Solving Any Problem
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Lesson 1 Orientation

Lesson 2 Dialectics

Lesson 3 Mindfulness: Wise Mind

Lesson 4 Mindfulness: “What” Skills

Lesson 5 Mindfulness: “How” Skills

Lesson 6 Distress Tolerance: Introduction to Crisis Survival, and ACCEPTS

Lesson 7 Distress Tolerance: Self-Soothe and IMPROVE the Moment

Lesson 8 Distress Tolerance: TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions

Lesson 9 Distress Tolerance: Pros and Cons

Lesson 10 Distress Tolerance: Introduction to Reality Acceptance Skills, and Radical Acceptance

Lesson 11 Distress Tolerance: Turning the Mind and Willingness

Lesson 12 Distress Tolerance: Mindfulness of Current Thoughts (and Distress Tolerance Test)

Lesson 13 Mindfulness: Wise Mind

Lesson 14 Mindfulness: “What” and “How” Skills

Lesson 15 Emotion Regulation: Goals of Emotion Regulation and Functions of Emotions

Lesson 16 Emotion Regulation: Describing Emotions

Lesson 17 Emotion Regulation: Check the Facts and Opposite Action

Lesson 18 Emotion Regulation: Problem Solving

Lesson 19 Emotion Regulation: The A of ABC PLEASE

Lesson 20 Emotion Regulation: The BC PLEASE of ABC PLEASE

Lesson 21 Emotion Regulation: The Wave Skill—Mindfulness of Current Emotions

Lesson 22 Emotion Regulation: Emotion Regulation Test

Lesson 23 Mindfulness: Wise Mind Review

Lesson 24 Mindfulness: “What” and “How” Skills Review

Lesson 25 Interpersonal Effectiveness: Goals and Overview

Lesson 26 Interpersonal Effectiveness: DEAR MAN Skills

Lesson 27 Interpersonal Effectiveness: GIVE Skills

Lesson 28 Interpersonal Effectiveness: FAST Skills

Lesson 29 Interpersonal Effectiveness: Evaluating Options for How Intensely to Ask or Say No

Lesson 30 Interpersonal Effectiveness: Interpersonal Effectiveness Test

HANDOUT 1.4

Class Schedule
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Dialectics teach us:
•	 There is always more than one way to see a situation and more than one way to 

solve a problem.
•	 All people have unique qualities and different points of view.
•	 Change is the only constant.
•	 Two things that seem like (or are) opposites can both be true.
•	 Trying to honor the truth on both sides of a conflict is the best approach. This 

does not mean giving up your values or selling out. Avoid seeing the world in 
“black-or-white,” “all-or-nothing” ways. Trying to honor the truth on both sides 
does not mean compromise.

Acceptance

Acceptance 
AND 

Change = 
MIDDLE 
PATH

Change

Examples:

I am doing the best I can, AND I need to do better, try harder, and be more effective 
and more motivated to change.

I can do this, AND it’s going to be hard.

My mom is strict, AND she really cares about me.

You are tough, AND you are gentle.

This perspective helps pave the way toward the middle path by helping you:
•	 Expand your thoughts and ways of considering life situations.
•	 “Unstick” standoffs and conflicts.
•	 Be more flexible and approachable.
•	 Avoid assumptions and blaming.

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 2.1

Dialectics: What Is It? What’s the Big Deal?
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Hints for thinking and acting dialectically:

1. Move to “both–and” thinking and away from “either–or” thinking. Avoid extreme 
words, such as “always,” “never,” and “you make me.” Be descriptive.
a. Example: Instead of saying, “Everyone always treats me unfairly,” say, 

“Sometimes I get treated fairly, AND at other times I am treated unfairly.”

2. Practice looking at all sides of a situation and all points of view. Be generous and 
dig deep. Find the kernel of truth in every side by asking, “What is being left out?”
a. Example: “Why does Mom want me to be home at 10 P.M.? Why do I want to 

stay out until midnight?

3. Remember: no one has the absolute truth. Be open to alternatives.

4. Use “I feel . . . ” statements, instead of “You are . . . ”, “You should . . . ”, or “That’s 
just the way it is” statements.
a. Example: Say, “I feel angry when you say I can’t stay out later just because you 

said so,” instead of “You never listen, and you are always unfair to me.”

5. Accept that different opinions can be valid, even if you do not agree with them: “I 
can see your point of view, even though I do not agree with it.”

6. Check your assumptions. Do not assume that you know what others are thinking. 
“What did you mean when you said . . . ?”

7. Do not expect others to know what you are thinking: “What I am trying to say 
is . . . ”

PRACTICE:

Circle the dialectical statements:
1. a. “It is hopeless. I just cannot do it.”

b. “This is easy . . . I got no problems.”
c. “This is really hard for me, and I am going to keep trying.”

2. a. “I know I am right about this.”
b. “You are totally wrong about that, and I am right.”
c. “I can understand why you feel this way, and I feel differently.”

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 2.2

Dialectical Thinking: “How To” Guide
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Name:         Date:    

Identify times this week when you did NOT think or act dialectically.

Situation 1: Briefly describe the situation (who, what, when):  

 

 

 

How did you think or act in this situation?  

 

 

Describe both sides of the dialectic:

Side A      Side B

 

 

 

 

 

 

How can you honor both sides of the dialectic?  

 

 

What was the outcome?  

 

 
 

(continued)

 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 2.3

Practice in Thinking and Acting Dialectically
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Situation 2: Briefly describe the situation (who, what, when):  

 

 

 

How did you think or act in this situation?  

 

 

Describe both sides of the dialectic:

Side A      Side B

 

 

 

 

 

 

How can you honor both sides of the dialectic?  

 

 

What was the outcome?  

 

 

Practice in Thinking and Acting Dialectically (page 2 of 2)
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From: To:

Mindfulness: Being in control 
of your mind, rather than letting 
your mind be in control of you.

1. Full Awareness (Opened Mind): Being aware of the present moment (i.e., 
thoughts, feelings, and physical sensations) without judgment and without trying to 
change it.

2. Attentional Control (Focused Mind): Staying focused on one thing at a time.

Practice, practice, practice!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 3.1

Mindfulness: Taking Hold of Your Mind
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Being mindful can:

1. Give you more choices and more control over your behavior.

2. Reduce your emotional suffering and increase your pleasure.

3. Help you make important decisions.

4. Help focus your attention and make you more effective and productive.

5. Increase your compassion for yourself and others.

6. Lessen your pain, tension, and stress, and even improve your health.

Practice, practice, practice!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 3.2

Mindfulness: Why Bother?
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Wise
Mind

(What I
KNOW
to be)

Emotion
Mind

(What I
FEEL
to be)

Reasonable
Mind

(What I
THINK
to be)

Emotion mind is “hot”—ruled by your feelings and urges.

Emotion mind is: 

When I am in emotion mind, I . . . (please describe what you do or think): 

Reasonable mind is “cool”—ruled by facts, reason, and logic.

Reasonable mind is: 

When I am in reasonable mind, I . . . (please describe what you do or think): 

Wise mind includes both reason and emotion—the wisdom within each person. It is 
the state of mind to access when you want to make an important decision.

Wise mind is: 

When I am in wise mind, I . . . (please describe what you do or think): 

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 3.3

Mindfulness: Three States of Mind
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Mindfulness skills often require a lot of practice. Like any new skill, it is important to 
practice first when you don’t need the skill. If you practice in easier situations, the skill 
will become automatic, and you will have it when you need it. Practice with your eyes 
closed and with your eyes open.

1.  Stone flake on the lake. Imagine that you are by a clear blue lake on a beautiful 
sunny day. Then imagine that you are a small flake of stone, flat and light. 
Imagine that you have been tossed out onto the lake and are now gently, slowly, 
floating through the calm, clear blue water to the lake’s smooth, sandy bottom.
•	 Notice what you see, what you feel as you float down, perhaps in slow circles, 

floating toward the bottom. As you reach the bottom of the lake, settle your 
attention there within yourself.

2.  Walking down the spiral stairs. Imagine that within you is a spiral staircase, 
winding down to your very center. Starting at the top, walk very slowly down the 
staircase, going deeper and deeper within yourself.
•	 Notice the sensations. Rest by sitting on a step, or turn on lights on the way 

down if you wish. Do not force yourself further than you want to go. Notice 
the quiet. As you reach the center of yourself, settle your attention there—
perhaps in your gut or your abdomen.

3.  Breathing “Wise” in, “Mind” out. Breathing in, say to yourself, “Wise”; 
breathing out, say, “Mind.”
•	 Focus your entire attention on the word “Wise,” then focus it again entirely on 

the word “Mind.”
•	 Continue until you sense that you have settled into wise mind.

4.  Asking: Is this wise mind? Breathing in, ask yourself, “Is this [action, thought, 
plan, etc.] wise mind?”
•	 Breathing out, listen for the answer.
•	 Listen, but do not give yourself the answer. Do not tell yourself the answer; 

listen for it.
•	 Continue asking during each inhale. If no answer comes, try again another 

time.
 

(continued)

 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 3.4

Practicing Wise Mind
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5.  Expanding awareness. Breathing in, focus your awareness on your center.
•	 Breathing out, stay aware of your center, but expand awareness to the space 

you are in now.
•	 Continue in the moment.

6.  Dropping into the pauses between inhaling and exhaling.
•	 Breathing in, notice the pause after inhaling (top of breath).
•	 Breathing out, notice the pause after exhaling (bottom of breath).
•	 At each pause, let yourself “fall into” the center space within the pause.

7.  Other wise mind practice ideas:         

Practicing Wise Mind (page 2 of 2)
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Name: 

Due Date: 

Wise
Mind

Emotion
Mind

Reasonable
Mind

Emotion mind

One example of emotion mind this week was (please describe your emotion[s], 
thoughts, behaviors): 

Reasonable mind

One example of reasonable mind this week was (please describe your emotion[s], 
thoughts, behaviors): 

Wise mind

One example of wise mind this week was (please describe your emotion[s], thoughts, 
behaviors): 

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 3.5

Practice Observing Yourself in the Three States of Mind
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Observe

•	 Engage in wordless watching: Just notice the experience in the present moment.

•	 Watch your thoughts and feelings come and go, as if they are on a conveyor belt.

•	 Observe both inside and outside yourself, using all of your fi ve senses.

•	 Have a “Tefl on mind,” letting experiences come into your mind and slip right out 
(not holding on).

•	 Don’t push away your thoughts and feelings. Just let them happen, even when they 
are painful.

•	 Note: We cannot observe another’s inner experience (e.g., “He’s upset”)—only 
external features (e.g., a tear rolling down a cheek) or our thoughts about another’s 
experience (“I observed the thought, ‘He’s upset’ ”).

Describe

•	 Put words on the experience. Label what you observe with words. Some examples 
are: “I feel sad,” or “My face feels hot,” or “I feel my heart racing.”

•	 Describe only what you observe without interpretations. Stick to the facts! Instead of 
“That person has an attitude,” you could describe that person as “rolling his [or her] 
eyes and speaking with a loud voice.”

Participate

•	 Throw yourself into the present moment fully (e.g., dancing, cleaning, taking a test, 
feeling sad in the moment). Try not to worry about tomorrow or focus on yesterday.

•	 Become one with whatever you’re doing: Get “into the zone.”

•	 Fully experience your feelings without being self-conscious.

•	 Experience even negative emotions fully to help your wise mind make a decision 
about what to do (instead of acting impulsively).

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 4.1

Mindfulness: “What Skills”
W ER
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Reprinted with permission from Linehan (2015a). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 4.2

Mindfulness: Observing Practice
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Name: 

Due Date: 

Check off one “what” skill that you practiced during the week:

 Observe

 Describe

 Participate

Briefl y describe your experience of using the skill during the week (include when and 
where you used it):

Briefl y describe whether the skill affected your thoughts, feelings, or behaviors. If so, 
how?

If you did not complete this practice exercise, please explain why not/what interfered:

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 4.3

Mindfulness: Practicing “What” Skills
W ER

W ER
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Nonjudgmentally

•	 Notice, but don’t evaluate or judge. Stick to the observable facts.
•	 Acknowledge the harmful and the helpful, but don’t judge it. For example, replace 

“He’s a jerk” with “He walked away while we were talking.”
•	 You can’t go through life without making judgments; your goal is to catch them so 

you have more control over your emotions.
•	 When you fi nd yourself judging, don’t judge your judging.

•	 Discriminating/differentiating judgments: 

•	 Evaluating judgments: 

•	 Three steps to being nonjudgmental:
1. 

2. 

3. 

One-Mindfully

•	 Stay focused: Focus your attention on only one thing in this moment. Slow yourself 
down to accomplish this.

•	 Stop doing two things at once (the opposite of multitasking).
•	 Concentrate your mind: Let go of distractions, and refocus your attention when it 

drifts, again and again.
•	 Stay focused so that the past, future, and current distractions don’t get in your way.

Effectively

•	 Be effective: Focus on what works to achieve your goal.
•	 Don’t let emotions control your behavior, cutting the cord between feeling and doing.
•	 Play by the rules (which may vary at home, school, work).
•	 Act as skillfully as you can to achieve your goals.
•	 Let go of negative feelings (e.g., vengeance and useless anger) and “shoulds” (e.g., 

“My teacher should have . . . ”) that can hurt you and make things worse.

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 5.1

Mindfulness: “How Skills”
W ER
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Name: 

Due Date: 

Check off one “how” skill that you practiced during the week:

 Nonjudgmentally

 One-mindfully

 Effectively

Briefl y describe your experience of using the skill during the week (include when and 
where you used it):

Briefl y describe whether the skill affected your thoughts, feelings, or behaviors. If so, 
how?

If you did not complete this practice exercise, please explain why not/what interfered:

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 5.2

Mindfulness: Practicing “How” Skills
W ER

W ER
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Because . . .

1. Pain is part of life and can’t always be avoided.

2. If you can’t deal with your pain, you may act impulsively.

3. When you act impulsively, you may end up hurting yourself, hurting someone 
else, and not getting what you want.

Two Types of Distress Tolerance Skills

Crisis survival skills are for:  

 

 

 

Reality acceptance skills are for:  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 6.1

Distress Tolerance:  
Why Bother Coping with Painful Feelings and Urges?
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YOU ARE IN A CRISIS when the situation is:

•	 Highly stressful.

•	 Short term (that is, it won’t last a long time).

•	 Creating intense pressure to resolve the crisis now.

USE CRISIS SURVIVAL SKILLS when:

1. You have intense pain that cannot be helped quickly.

2. You want to act on your emotions, but it will only make things worse.

3. Emotion mind threatens to overwhelm you, and you need to stay skillful.

4. You are overwhelmed, yet demands must be met.

5. Your arousal is extreme, but your problems can’t be solved immediately.

DON’T USE CRISIS SURVIVAL SKILLS for:

•	 Everyday problems.

•	 Solving all your life problems.

•	 Making your life worth living.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 6.2

Distress Tolerance: When to Use Crisis Survival Skills
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Skills for tolerating painful events and emotions when you cannot make things 
better right away and you don’t want to make things worse!

DISTRACT with Wise Mind ACCEPTS
Activities
Contributing
Comparisons
Emotions
Pushing Away
Thoughts
Sensations

SELF-SOOTHE with the Five Senses (plus Movement)
Vision

Hearing
Smell
Taste
Touch

Movement

IMPROVE the Moment
Imagery
Meaning
Prayer
Relaxation

Do One thing at a time
take a Vacation

provide Encouragement

TIP Your Body Chemistry
Temperature
Intense exercise
Paced breathing

Pros and Cons
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 6.3

Distress Tolerance: Crisis Survival Skills
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Distract yourself with . . .

Activities Do something. Call, email, or visit a friend; 
watch a favorite movie or TV show; play 
video games; write in a journal; clean 
your room; go for a walk or run; exercise 
intensely; read a book; listen to music, go 
online and download music or apps; play a 
game with yourself or others.

Contributing Contribute to (or do something nice) for someone. Help a friend or 
sibling with homework; make something nice for someone else; give 
away things you don’t need; surprise someone with a big hug, a 
note, or a favor; volunteer.

Comparisons Compare yourself to those less fortunate. Compare how you are 
feeling now to a time when you were doing worse. Think about 
others who are coping the same as or less well than you.

Emotions Create different emotions. Watch a funny TV show or emotional 
movie; listen to something soothing or to upbeat music; get active 
when you are sad; go to a store and read funny greeting cards or 
joke books.

Pushing away Push the painful situation out of your mind temporarily. Leave the 
situation mentally by moving your attention and thoughts away; build 
an imaginary wall between you and the situation; put the pain in a 
box and on a shelf for a while.

Thoughts Replace your thoughts. Read; do word or number puzzles; count 
numbers, colors in a poster, tiles on a wall, or anything else; repeat 
words to a song in your mind.

Sensations Intensify other sensations. Hold or chew ice; listen to loud music; 
take a warm or cold shower; squeeze a stress ball; do sit-ups or 
push-ups; pet your dog or cat.

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 6.4

Distress Tolerance:  
Distract with Wise Mind ACCEPTS
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Write down at least two specific ACCEPTS skills to practice during the week when you 
are experiencing a crisis or urge to act on an emotion (e.g., for Activities, play video 
games or the guitar; for Contributing, baking cookies for a neighbor).

Activities  

Contributing  

Comparisons  

Emotions  

Pushing away  

Thoughts  

Sensations  

 
Briefly describe the stressful situation(s) you were in when you chose to practice your 
skills:  

 

 

 
Did using the skills help you to (1) cope with uncomfortable feelings and urges and/or 
(2) avoid conflict of any kind? Circle Yes or No.

If yes, please describe how it helped:  

 

If no, please describe why you believe it did not help:  

 
 

(continued) 

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 6.5

Distress Tolerance: Practicing Wise Mind ACCEPTS
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Write down your level of distress (emotional pain) before and after using your skill:
100 = No tolerance, life is a nightmare, high urges to act impulsively. 0 = Lots of 
tolerance, life is manageable, much lower urges.

Before:     

After:     

If you did not practice this skill, please explain why:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Distress Tolerance: Practicing Wise Mind ACCEPTS (page 2 of 2)
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A good way to remember these skills is to think of soothing your five senses, plus 
movement:

Vision Hearing

Smell Taste

Touch Movement

Vision Go to your favorite place and take in all the sights; look at a photo 
album; “zone out” to a poster/picture; watch people; notice colors in a 
sunset.

Hearing Listen to your favorite music and play it over and over again; pay 
attention to sounds in nature (birds, rain, thunder, traffic); play an 
instrument or sing; listen to a sound machine.

Smell Put on your favorite lotion; light a scented candle; make cookies or 
popcorn; smell fresh-brewed coffee; go to the park and smell the roses.

Taste Eat some of your favorite foods; drink your favorite nonalcoholic 
beverage; have your favorite flavor of ice cream; really notice the food 
you eat; eat one thing mindfully; don’t overdo it!

Touch Take a long bath or shower; pet your dog or cat; get a massage; brush 
your hair; hug or be hugged; put a cold cloth on your head; change into 
your most comfortable clothes.

Movement Rock yourself gently; stretch; go for a run; do yoga or pilates; dance!
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 7.1

Distress Tolerance: Self‑Soothe Skills
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IMPROVE the Moment

 
 
 
 
“IMPROVE” the Moment with . . .

Imagery Imagine a very relaxing scene. Imagine a calming, safe place. 
Imagine things going well; imagine coping well. Imagine painful 
emotions draining out of you like water out of a pipe.

Meaning Find or create some purpose, meaning, or value in the pain. 
Make lemonade out of lemons!

Prayer Open your heart to a supreme being, greater wisdom, or 
your own wise mind. Ask for strength to bear the pain in this 
moment.

Relaxation Try muscle relaxing by tensing and relaxing each large muscle 
group, starting with the top of your head and then working 
down. Download a relaxation audio or video; stretch; take a 
bath; get a massage.

One thing at a time Focus your entire attention on what you are doing right now. 
Keep your mind in the present moment. Be aware of body 
movements or sensations while you’re walking, cleaning, eating.

Vacation Give yourself a brief vacation. Get outside; take a short walk; 
go get your favorite coffee drink or smoothie; read a magazine 
or newspaper; surf the web; take a 1-hour breather from hard 
work that must be done. Unplug from all electronic devices.

Encouragement Cheerlead yourself. Repeat over and over: “I can stand it,” “It 
won’t last forever,” “I will make it through this,” I am doing the 
best I can.”

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 7.2

Distress Tolerance:  
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Write down ideas for practicing at least two specific IMPROVE skills during the week 
when you feel upset (e.g., Encouragement, Vacation).

Imagery  

Meaning  

Prayer  

Relaxation  

One thing at a time  

Vacation  

Encouragement  

Briefly describe the stressful situation(s) you were in when you chose to practice your 
skills:  

 

 

 

Did using the skills help you to (1) cope with uncomfortable feelings and urges and/or 
(2) avoid conflict of any kind? Circle Yes or No.

If yes, please describe how it helped:  

 

 

If no, please describe why you believe it did not help:  

 

 
 

(continued)

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 7.3

Distress Tolerance: Practicing IMPROVE the Moment
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Write down your level of distress (emotional pain) before and after using your skill: 
100 = No tolerance, life is a nightmare, high urges to act impulsively. 0 = Lots of 
tolerance, life is manageable, lower urges.

Before:     

After:     

If you did not practice this skill, please explain why:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Distress Tolerance: Practicing IMPROVE the Moment (page 2 of 2)
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Name:  

Due Date:  

List below 10 “tools” to go into your home crisis survival kit. Choose from your 
ACCEPTS skills, your self-soothe skills, and your IMPROVE skills. Take a shoebox, 
sturdy bag, or basket, and place the relevant items inside—for example, your iPod, a 
stress ball, your favorite scented lotion, perfume, or cologne, a picture of your favorite 
vacation spot, a favorite magazine, a crossword book, herbal tea bags, a favorite piece 
of candy, a relaxation CD or DVD.

 1.  

 2.  

 3.  

 4.  

 5.  

 6.  

 7.  

 8.  

 9.  

10.  

Create a smaller version of your kit for school or work—one that fits in a pencil case 
or lunch box. Consider items that can be used at your desk—for example, multicolored 
rubber bands to stretch; paper and pens for doodling; a mini-pack of Play-Doh; a 
squeeze ball; Silly Putty; a list of visual stimuli in your class or office that can distract 
or soothe you; snacks to self-soothe; a list of friends, teachers, or counselors you can 
approach when you have a break.

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 7.4

Distress Tolerance: Creating Your Crisis Survival Kit
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Use these skills when emotional arousal is very high!
•	 You are completely caught in emotion mind.
•	 Your brain is not processing information.
•	 You are emotionally overwhelmed.

TIP your body chemistry to reduce extreme emotion mind quickly with:

T
TEMPERATURE

Tip the temperature of your face with cold water to calm 
down fast.
Holding your breath, put your face in a bowl of cold water; 
keep water above 50°F. Or hold a cold pack or zipper-lock 
bag with ice water* on your eyes and cheeks, or splash cold 
water on your face. Hold for 30 seconds.

I
INTENSE EXERCISE

To calm down your body when it is revved up by emotion.
Engage in intense aerobic exercise, if only for a short while. 
Expend your body’s stored-up physical energy by running, 
walking fast, jumping rope or jumping jacks, playing 
basketball, weightlifting, or putting on music and dance. 
Don’t overdo it!

P
PACED BREATHING

Slow your pace of breathing way down (to about 5–7 
in- and out-breaths per minute). Breathe deeply from the 
abdomen. Breathe out more slowly than you breathe in (e.g., 
4 seconds in and 6 seconds out). Do this for 1–2 minutes to 
bring down your arousal.

*Ice water decreases your heart rate rapidly. Intense exercise will increase heart rate. If you have a heart or medical condition, 
have a lower base heart rate due to medications, take a beta blocker, or have an eating disorder, consult your health care 
provider before using these skills.  Avoid ice water if you are allergic to the cold.

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 8.1

Distress Tolerance: TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions



 397 

From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

Name:  

Due Date:  

Practice each TIP skill at least one time. Prepare yourself to use this skill when 
emotional arousal gets very high.

Rate your emotional arousal before you use the skill: 1–100:   

Describe the situation you were in when you chose to practice the skill.

T
TEMPERATURE

Used ice or something cold to change emotions
Arousal: Before (0–100)    After (0–100)   
Distress tolerance: After (0 = can’t stand it; 5 = I can definitely 
survive)  
What I did (describe)        
         

I
INTENSE EXERCISE

Arousal: Before (0–100)    After (0–100)   
Distress tolerance: After (0 = can’t stand it; 5 = I can definitely 
survive)  
What I did (describe)        
         

P
PACED BREATHING

Arousal: Before (0–100)    After (0–100)   
Distress tolerance: After (0 = can’t stand it; 5 = I can definitely 
survive)  
What I did (describe)        
         

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 8.2

Distress Tolerance:  
Using TIP Skills for Managing Extreme Emotions
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HANDOUT 9.1

Distress Tolerance: Pros and Cons

Select one crisis (emotionally upsetting situation) where you found it really hard to 
tolerate your distress, avoid destructive behavior, and/or not act impulsively.

Crisis I am faced with:  

Crisis urges:  

Pros Cons

Acting on 
crisis urges

Pros of acting on impulsive urges: Cons of acting on impulsive urges:

Resisting 
crisis urges

Pros of resisting impulsive urges: Cons of resisting impulsive urges:

1. Consider short-term and long-term pros and cons.
2. Before an overwhelming urge hits:

a. Write out your pros and cons, and carry them with you.
3. When an overwhelming urge hits:

a. Review your pros and cons.
b. Imagine the positive consequences of resisting the urge.
c. Imagine (and remember past) negative consequences of giving in to the urges.

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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HOMEWORK 9.2

Distress Tolerance: Practice with Pros and Cons

Name:  

Due Date:  

Select one crisis (emotionally upsetting situation) where you found it really hard to 
tolerate your distress, avoid destructive behavior, and/or not act on your urges.

Crisis I am faced with:  

Crisis urges:  

Directions:

1. Make a list for acting on crisis urges.
2. Make a second list for resisting crisis urges.
3. Weigh which side is “heavier”—the pros or cons—and act accordingly.
4. Think about how writing the pros and cons helped you to get into wise mind.
5. Remember to consider how the behavior affects you in the short term and long 

term.

Pros Cons

Acting on 
crisis urges

Pros of acting on impulsive urges: Cons of acting on impulsive urges:

Resisting 
crisis urges

Pros of resisting impulsive urges: Cons of resisting impulsive urges:

(continued)

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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1. Consider short-term and long-term pros and cons.
2. Before an overwhelming urge hits:

a. Write out your pros and cons and carry them with you
3. When an overwhelming urge hits:

a. Review your pros and cons.
b. Imagine the positive consequences of resisting the urge.
c. Imagine (and remember past) negative consequences of giving in to the urges.

Distress Tolerance: Practice with Pros and Cons (page 2 of 2)
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How to live a life that is not the life you want

Radical Acceptance

Turning the Mind

Willingness

Mindfulness of 
Current Thoughts

 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 10.1

Distress Tolerance: Overview of Reality Acceptance Skills
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Many of our skills focus on changing your behavior in order to change the situation. 
But when there is no way to change the situation . . .

Accepting Reality: Choices We Can Make

Four things to do when a serious problem comes into your life:

1. Figure out how to solve the problem.
2. Change how you feel about the problem.
3. Accept it.
4. Stay miserable—or make things worse (by acting on your impulsive urges).

When you can’t solve the problem or change your emotions about the problem, try 
acceptance as a way to reduce your suffering.

Why Bother Accepting Reality?

99 Rejecting reality does not change reality.
99 Changing reality requires first accepting reality.
99 Rejecting reality turns pain into suffering.
99 Refusing to accept reality can keep you stuck in unhappiness, anger, shame, 
sadness, bitterness, or other painful emotions.

Radical Acceptance

99 RADICAL ACCEPTANCE is the skill of accepting the things you cannot change.
99 “RADICAL” = complete and total accepting in mind, heart, and body.
99 “ACCEPTANCE” = seeing reality for what it is, even if you don’t like it.
99 Acceptance means to acknowledge, recognize, endure—not give up or give in.
99 It is when you stop fighting reality, stop throwing tantrums about reality, and let go 
of bitterness. It is the opposite of “Why me?” It is “Things are as they are.”
99 Life can be worth living, even with painful events in it.

List one important thing that you need to accept in your life now:  

 

List one less important thing you need to accept this week:  

 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 10.2

Distress Tolerance: Accepting Reality
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 1. Observe that you are questioning or fighting reality (“It shouldn’t be this way”).

 2. Remind yourself that the unpleasant reality is just as it is and cannot be changed 
(“This is what happened”).

 3. Remind yourself that there are causes for the reality. Acknowledge that some sort 
of history led up to this moment. Notice that given these causes and the history 
that led up to this moment, this reality had to occur just this way (“This is how 
things happened that made them this way”).

 4. Practice accepting with the whole self (mind, body, and spirit). Be creative in 
finding ways to involve your whole self. Use accepting self-talk, but also consider 
using relaxation, mindfulness of your breath, going to a place that helps bring you 
to acceptance, or imagery.

 5. Practice opposite action. List all the behaviors you would do if you did accept the 
facts. Then act as if you have already accepted the facts. Engage in the behaviors 
that you would do if you really had accepted.

 6. Cope ahead with events that seem unacceptable. Imagine (in your mind’s eye) 
believing what you don’t want to accept. Rehearse in your mind what you would 
do if you accepted what seems unacceptable.

 7. Attend to your body sensations as you think about what you need to accept.

 8. Allow disappointment, sadness, or grief to arise within you.

 9. Acknowledge that life can be worth living, even when there’s pain.

10. Do pros and cons if you find yourself resisting practicing acceptance.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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Distress Tolerance: Radical Acceptance, Step by Step
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    Name:  

    Due Date:  

 
Figure out what you need to radically accept.

1. Make a list of two very important things in your life right now that you need to 
radically accept.

   Then put a number indicating how much you accept this part of yourself or 
your life:

 0 = No acceptance (I am in complete denial)

 5 = Complete acceptance (I am at peace with this; it doesn’t bother me any more)

 What I need to accept: (Acceptance, 0–5)

 a.   (         )

 b.   (         )

2. Make a list of two less important things in your life you are having trouble 
accepting this week.

 What I need to accept: (Acceptance, 0–5)

 a.   (         )

 b.   (         )

Refine your list

3. Review your two lists above:
•	 Check the facts— is this my interpretation and/or opinions?
•	 Check for judgments—avoid “good,” “bad,” and judgmental language.
•	 Rewrite list (if necessary)—to be factual and nonjudgmental.

 
(continued)

 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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Practice radical acceptance

4. Choose one item from the very important list and one from the less important list 
to practice on:

 a.  

 b.  

5. Focus your mind on each of these facts or events separately, allowing your wise 
mind to radically accept that these are facts of your life. Check off any of the 
following exercises that you did.

9 Observed that I was questioning/
fighting reality.

9 Considered the causes of the reality, 
and nonjudgmentally accepted that 
causes exist.

9 Reminded myself that reality is what 
it is.

9 Practiced accepting all the way with 
my whole spirit (mind, body, spirit).

9 Practiced opposite action. 9 Did pros and cons of acceptance 
versus denial and rejection.

9 Imagined coping with problems that 
could arise if I accept.

9 Attended to my body sensations as I 
thought about what I need to accept.

9 Noticed that life can be worth living 
even with pain in my life.

9 Allowed myself to experience 
disappointment, sadness, or grief.

6. Rate your degree of acceptance after practicing radical acceptance (0–5):   

Choosing Things for Radical Acceptance Practice (page 2 of 2)
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Turning the Mind

99 ACCEPTANCE is a choice. It is like coming to a “fork in the road.” You may have to 
turn your mind toward the “ACCEPTANCE Road” and away from the REJECTING 
“Reality Road.”
•	 Step 1: Notice when you are not accepting (anger, bitterness, “Why me?”).
•	 Step 2: Make an inner commitment to accept.
•	 Step 3: You may have to turn your mind over and over and over again.

Factors That Interfere with Acceptance

99 Beliefs get in the way: You believe that if you accept your painful situation, you will 
become weak and just give up (or give in), approve of reality, or accept a life of 
pain.
99 Emotions get in the way: Intense anger at the person or group that caused the 
painful event; unbearable sadness; guilt about your own behavior; shame regarding 
something about you; rage about the injustice of the world.

REMEMBER: ACCEPTANCE DOES NOT MEAN APPROVAL!
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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Distress Tolerance: Turning the Mind
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WILLFULNESS
•	 Willfulness is refusing to tolerate a situation or giving up.
•	 Willfulness is trying to change a situation that cannot be changed, or refusing to 

change something that must be changed.
•	 Willfulness is the “terrible twos”: “No . . . no . . . no . . . ”
•	 Willfulness is the opposite of “DOING WHAT WORKS.”

REPLACE WILLFULNESS WITH WILLINGNESS
•	 Willingness is allowing the world to be what it is and participating in it fully.
•	 Willingness is doing just what is needed—no more, no less. It is being effective.
•	 Willingness is listening carefully to your wise mind and deciding what to do.
•	 When willfulness doesn’t budge, ask: “What is the threat?”

How can you feel the difference between when you are willing and when you are 
willful? (Some clues that you are being willful: extreme thoughts like “No way!”, 
muscles tightening.)

Describe a situation when you noticed willingness and willfulness.

Where were you willful?           

How were you willful (e.g., thoughts, feelings, body sensations)?      

             

What happened?            

             

Where were you willing?           

How were you willing (e.g., thoughts, feelings, body sensations)?      

             

What happened?            

             

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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Distress Tolerance: Willingness
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Practice each skill and rate your level of acceptance of reality as it is before and after 
as follows: 0 = “no acceptance at all” to 5 = “I’m at peace with this.” List what you 
tried specifically under the rating.

TURNING THE MIND: Acceptance Before      After     

OBSERVE not accepting. What did you observe? What were you having trouble 
accepting?

MAKE AN INNER COMMITMENT to accept what feels unacceptable. How did you 
do this?

Describe your PLAN FOR CATCHING YOURSELF the next time you drift from 
acceptance.

WILLINGNESS: Acceptance Before      After     

Describe EFFECTIVE BEHAVIOR you did to move forward toward a goal.

NOTICE WILLFULNESS. Describe how you are not participating effectively in the 
world as it is, or how you are not doing something you know needs to be done to 
move toward a goal:

MAKE AN INNER COMMITMENT to accept what feels unacceptable. How did you 
do this?

Describe what you did that was WILLING.

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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Distress Tolerance:  
Practice with Turning the Mind and Willingness
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1. OBSERVE YOUR THOUGHTS.

•	 Observe them as waves, coming and going. •	 Do not keep thoughts around.
•	 Do not suppress thoughts. •	 Do not analyze thoughts.
•	 Do not judge thoughts. •	 Practice willingness.
•	 Acknowledge their presence. •	 Step back and observe your 

thoughts.

2. ADOPT A CURIOUS MIND.

•	 Ask: Where do my thoughts come from?
•	 Notice that every thought that comes also goes out of your mind.
•	 Observe but do not evaluate your thoughts. Let go of judgments.

3. REMEMBER: YOU ARE NOT YOUR THOUGHTS.

•	 Do not necessarily act on your thoughts.
•	 Remember times when you have had very different thoughts.
•	 Remind yourself that crisis thinking is “emotion mind.”
•	 Remember how you think when you are not feeling such intense suffering and 

pain.

4. DON’T BLOCK OR SUPPRESS THOUGHTS.

•	 Ask: What sensations are these thoughts trying to avoid? Turn your mind to the 
sensations. Then come back to the thoughts. Repeat this several times.

•	 Step back, and allow your thoughts to come and go.
•	 Play with your thoughts: Repeat them out loud over and over as fast as you 

can. Sing them. Imagine the thought as the words of a clown or as a cute 
animal you can cuddle up to.

•	 Try loving your thoughts.

 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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Distress Tolerance:  
Mindfulness  

of Current Thoughts,  
Step by Step
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PRACTICE MINDFULNESS OF CURRENT THOUGHTS BY USING WORDS 
AND VOICE TONE.

9  1. Say a thought or belief out loud, using a nonjudgmental tone, over and over 
and over . . .

9 as fast as you can until it makes no sense.

9 very, very slowly—one syllable or word per breath.

9 in a different voice from yours (higher or lower pitch).

9 as a dialogue on a TV comedy show (“You’ll never believe what thought 
went through my mind. I was thinking, ‘I’m a jerk.’ Can you believe that?”).

9 as a song, singing it wholeheartedly and dramatically, in a tune that fits the 
thoughts.

PRACTICE MINDFULNESS OF CURRENT THOUGHTS WITH OPPOSITE ACTION.

9  2. Relax your face and body while imagining accepting your thoughts as only 
thoughts, or sensations of the brain.

9  3. Imagine things you would do if you stopped believing everything you think.

9  4. Practice loving your thoughts as they go through your mind.

Thoughts that get in my way:        

           

           

PRACTICE MINDFULNESS OF CURRENT THOUGHTS BY OBSERVING THEM.

9  5. Notice thoughts as they come into your mind. As a thought comes into your 
mind, say, “A thought has entered my mind.” Label the thought as a thought, 
saying, “The thought [describe thought] came into my mind.”

9  6. As you notice thoughts in your mind, ask, “Where did the thought come from?”

9  7. Step back from your mind, as if you are on top of a mountain and your mind is 
just a rock down below. Gaze at your mind, watching what thoughts come up.

 
(continued)

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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Distress Tolerance:  
Ways to Practice Mindfulness of Current Thoughts
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PRACTICE MINDFULNESS OF CURRENT THOUGHTS BY IMAGINING THAT YOUR 
MIND IS:

9  8. A conveyor belt, and that thoughts and feelings are coming down the belt. Put 
each thought or feeling in a box labeled with the type of thought that it is (e.g., 
“worry thoughts,” “thoughts about my past,” “thoughts about my mother,” 
“thoughts about planning what to do”). Just keep observing and sorting 
thoughts into the labeled boxes.

9  9. A river, and that thoughts and feelings are boats going down the river. Imagine 
sitting on the grass, watching the boats go by. Try not to jump on any of the 
boats.

9 10. A railroad track, and that thoughts and feelings are train cars going by. Try not 
to jump on the train.

9 11. A leaf that has dropped into a beautiful creek flowing by you as you sit on the 
grass. Each time a thought or image comes into your mind, imagine that it is 
written or pictured on the leaf floating by. Let each leaf go by, watching as it 
goes out of sight.

9 12. The sky, and thoughts are clouds. Notice each thought-cloud as it drifts by, 
letting each drift out of your mind.

Ways to Practice Mindfulness of Current Thoughts (page 2 of 2)
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Describe your efforts to observe your thoughts in the past week. Practice observing 
thoughts each day at least once. Don’t focus just on thoughts that are painful; also 
focus on observing pleasant and neutral thoughts. For each thought, first practice 
saying, “The thought [describe thought] went through my mind.” Then practice one or 
more strategies to observe and let go of thoughts.

Check off any of the following exercises that you did:

 1. Used words and voice tones to say a thought over and over, as fast as I could, 
very, very slowly, in a voice different from mine, as a dialogue on a TV comedy 
show, or as a song.

 2. Relaxed my face and body imagining accepting my thoughts as sensations of 
my brain.

 3. Rehearsed in my mind what I would do if I did not view my thoughts as facts.

 4. Practiced loving my thoughts as they went through my mind.

 5. Allowed my thoughts to come and go as I focused on observing my breath 
coming in and out.

 6. Asked, “Where did the thought come from?”

 7. Stepped back from my mind, as if I was on top of a mountain.

 8. Imagined that in my mind thoughts were coming down a conveyor belt, were 
boats on a river, were train cars on a railroad track, were written on leaves 
flowing down a river, or were clouds floating in the sky. (Underline the image 
you used.)

 9. Other:             
 
 

(continued)

 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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Distress Tolerance:  
Practicing Mindfulness of Current Thoughts
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Describe thoughts you were mindful of during the week. State each thought as it went 
through your mind.

1. Thought: “          ”

List the strategies you used (or give the numbers from above):    

           

Circle how effective this was at helping you be more mindful and less reactive to 
your thoughts.

1 2 3 4 5

Not effective Somewhat effective Very effective

2. Thought: “          ”

List the strategies you used (or give the numbers from above):    

           

Circle how effective this was at helping you be more mindful and less reactive to 
your thoughts.

1 2 3 4 5

Not effective Somewhat effective Very effective

3. Thought: “          ”

List the strategies you used (or give the numbers from above):    

           

Circle how effective this was at helping you be more mindful and less reactive to 
your thoughts.

1 2 3 4 5

Not effective Somewhat effective Very effective

Distress Tolerance: Practicing Mindfulness of Current Thoughts (page 2 of 2)
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Name: 

Due Date: 

Wise
Mind

Emotion
Mind

Reasonable
Mind

Situation 1:

Solutions:

Reasonable mind Wise mind Emotion mind

Situation 2:

Solutions:

Reasonable mind Wise mind Emotion mind

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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Mindfulness: Solutions Using Three States of Mind
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Check off one “what” and one “how” skill that you practiced during the week.

 “What” Skills  “How” Skills

    Observe     Nonjudgmentally

    Describe     One-mindfully

    Participate    Effectively

Briefly describe your experience using the skill during the week (include when and 
where you used it):

 

 

 

 

Briefly describe whether the skill affected your thoughts, feelings, or behaviors. If so, 
how?

 

 

 

 

If you did not complete this practice exercise, please explain why not/what interfered:

 

 

 

 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 14.1

Mindfulness: Practicing “What” and “How” Skills
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1. Understand emotions you experience.
•	 Identify (observe and describe) emotions.

9� Use your mindfulness!
•	 Know what your emotions do for you. (Are your emotions working for or against 

you in this moment?)

2. Reduce emotional vulnerability.
Stop unwanted emotions from starting in the first place.
•	 Increase your positive emotions.
•	 Decrease your vulnerability to emotion mind.

3. Decrease the frequency of unwanted emotions.

4. Decrease emotional suffering.
Stop or reduce suffering from unwanted emotions once they start.
•	 Let go of your painful emotions, using mindfulness.
•	 Change your emotions through opposite action.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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Emotion Regulation: Goals of Emotion Regulation
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Other names for emotions 
I frequently have:

 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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Emotion Regulation: Short List of Emotions
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Emotions give us information.

•	 Emotions provide us with a signal that something is happening (e.g., “I feel very 
nervous standing alone in this dark alley”).

•	 Sometimes our emotions are communicated by “gut feelings” or intuition.
•	 However, it can be a problem when we treat emotions as if they are facts about the 

world—for example, “If I am afraid, there must be a threat,” or “I love him, so he 
must be good for me.”

•	 We need to be mindful that emotions are not facts. Therefore, it is important to 
check the facts about each situation.

Emotions communicate to and influence others.

•	 Facial expressions, body posture, and voice tone say a lot about how you’re feeling. 
They communicate emotions to others (e.g., your sad face may cause someone to 
ask you if you are OK and give you some support).

•	 Whether you realize it or not, your emotions—expressed by your words, face, or 
body language—influence how other people respond to you.

Emotions motivate and prepare us for action.

•	 The action urge connected to specific emotions is often “hard-wired.” For example, 
when we hear a loud horn beep suddenly, we are startled.

•	 Emotions save time in getting us to act in important situations. Our nervous systems 
activate us (e.g., we instantly jump out of the way of an oncoming car). We don’t 
have to think everything through.

•	 Strong emotions can help us overcome obstacles—in our minds and in the 
environment.

 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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What Good Are Emotions?



 419 

From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

Name:  

Due Date:  

For each myth, write down a challenge that makes sense to you. Although the one 
already written may make a lot of sense, try to come up with another one or rewrite 
the one here in your own words.

1. There is a right way to feel in every situation.

 Challenge: Every person responds differently to a situation. There is no correct or 
right way.

 My Challenge:  

2. Letting others know that I am feeling bad is a weakness.

 Challenge: Letting others know that I am feeling bad is a healthy form of 
communication.

 My Challenge:  

3. Negative feelings are bad and destructive.

 Challenge: Negative feelings are natural responses. They help me to create a 
better understanding of the situation.

 My Challenge:  

4. Being emotional means being out of control.

 Challenge: Being emotional means being a normal human being.

 My Challenge:  

5. Some emotions are stupid.

 Challenge: Every emotion indicates how I am feeling in a certain situation. All 
emotions are useful to help me understand what I am experiencing.

 My Challenge:  
 

(continued)

 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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6. Drama is cool.

 Challenge: I can be dramatic and regulate my emotions.

 My Challenge:  

7. If others don’t approve of my feelings, I obviously shouldn’t feel the way I do.

 Challenge: I have every right to feel the way, I do regardless of what other people 
think.

 My Challenge:  

8. Other people are the best judge of how I am feeling.

 Challenge: I am the best judge of how I feel. Other people can only guess how I 
feel.

 My Challenge:  

Emotion Regulation: Myths about Emotions (page 2 of 2)
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

ANGER WORDS

anger
aggravation
agitation
annoyance

exasperation
frustration
fury
grouchiness

grumpiness
hostility
irritation
bitterness

outrage
rage
vengefulness
wrath

Prompting Events for Feeling Anger

•	 Having an important goal blocked or prevented.
•	 You or someone you care about being attacked or 

threatened by others.
•	 Losing power, status, or respect

•	 Not having things turn out as expected.
•	 Physical or emotional pain.
•	 Other:        

Thoughts about the Events That Prompt Feelings of Anger

•	 Believing that you have been treated unfairly.
•	 Blaming.
•	 Believing that important goals are being blocked or 

stopped.
•	 Believing that things “should” be different than they 

are.

•	 Rigidly thinking, “I’m right.”
•	 Judging that the situation is wrong or unfair.
•	 Ruminating about the event that set off the anger in the 

first place.
•	 Other:        

Inside the Body: Body Changes and Sensations

•	 Muscles tightening.
•	 Teeth clamping together.
•	 Hands clenching.
•	 Feeling your face flush or get hot.
•	 Feeling as if you are going to explode.

•	 Being unable to stop tears.
•	 Wanting to hit, bang the wall, throw something, blow 

up.
•	 Wanting to hurt someone.
•	 Other:        

Outside the Body: Expressions and Action

•	 Physically or verbally attacking.
•	 Making aggressive or threatening gestures.
•	 Pounding, throwing things, breaking things.
•	 Walking heavily, stomping, slamming doors.
•	 Walking out.
•	 Using a loud, quarrelsome, or sarcastic voice.
•	 Using obscenities or swearing.

•	 Criticizing or complaining.
•	 Clenching your hands or fists.
•	 Frowning, not smiling, or mean expression.
•	 Brooding or withdrawing from others.
•	 Crying.
•	 Grinning.
•	 A red or flushed face.
•	 Other:        

Consequences of Anger

•	 Narrowing of attention.
•	 Attending only to the situation that is making you 

angry.
•	 Thinking about the situation making you angry (or 

another situation in the past), and not being able to 
think of anything else.

•	 Imagining future situations that will make you angry.
•	 Numbness.
•	 Checking out.
•	 Other:       

 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

FEAR WORDS

fear
anxiety
apprehension
dread
edginess

fright
horror
hysteria
jumpiness
nervousness

feeling overwhelmed
panic
shock
tenseness
terror

uneasiness
worry

Prompting Events for Feeling Fear

•	 Having your life, your health, or 
your well-being threatened.

•	 Being in a similar or the same 
situation where you have been 
threatened or gotten hurt in the 
past or where painful things have 
happened.

•	 Flashbacks.

•	 Silence.
•	 Being in situations where you have 

seen others threatened or be hurt.
•	 Being in a new or unfamiliar 

situation.
•	 Being alone (e.g., walking alone, 

being home alone, living alone).
•	 Being in the dark.

•	 Being in crowds.
•	 Leaving your home.
•	 Having to perform in front of others 

(e.g., school, work).
•	 Pursuing your dreams.
•	 Other:       

Thoughts about the Events That Prompt Feelings of Fear

Believing that:
•	 You might die, or you are going to die.
•	 You might be hurt or harmed.
•	 You might lose something valuable.
•	 Someone might reject you, criticize, or dislike you.
•	 You will embarrass yourself.
•	 Failure is possible; expecting to fail.

Believing that:
•	 You will not get help you or need.
•	 You might lose help you already have.
•	 You might lose someone important.
•	 You lose something important.
•	 You are helpless or are losing a sense of control.
•	 Other:         

Inside the Body: Body Changes and Sensations

•	 Breathlessness.
•	 Fast heartbeat.
•	 Choking sensation, lump in throat.
•	 Muscles tensing, cramping.

•	 Clenching teeth.
•	 Feeling as if you will vomit.
•	 Getting cold, feeling clammy.
•	 Wanting to scream or call out.

•	 Feeling of “butterflies” in stomach.
•	 Wanting to run away or avoid 

things.
•	 Other:       

Outside the Body: Expressions and Actions

•	 Fleeing, running away.
•	 Running or walking fast.
•	 Hiding from or avoiding what you 

fear.
•	 Engaging in nervous, fearful talk.
•	 Pleading or crying for help.
•	 Talking less or becoming 

speechless.

•	 Screaming or yelling.
•	 Darting eyes or quickly looking 

around.
•	 Frozen stare.
•	 Talking yourself out of doing what 

you fear.
•	 Freezing, trying not to move.
•	 Crying or whimpering.

•	 Shaking, quivering, or trembling.
•	 A shaky or trembling voice.
•	 Sweating or perspiring.
•	 Diarrhea, vomiting.
•	 Other:       

Consequences of Fear

•	 Narrowing of attention.
•	 Being on high alert to threat.
•	 Losing your ability to focus.
•	 Being dazed.

•	 Losing control.
•	 Imagining the possibility of more 

loss or failure.
•	 Isolating yourself.

•	 Remembering other threatening 
times.

•	 Other:       

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 16.2b

Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Fear)
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

HAPPINESS WORDS

happiness
joy
enjoyment
relief
amusement
hope

satisfaction
bliss
cheerfulness
triumph
excitement
jubilation

delight
enthusiasm
thrill
jolly
eagerness
pleasure

zeal
gladness
pride
elation
glee
optimism

Prompting Events for Feeling Happiness

•	 Receiving a wonderful surprise.
•	 Reality exceeding your expectations.
•	 Getting what you want.
•	 Getting something you have worked hard for or worried 

about.
•	 Being successful at a task.
•	 Achieving a desirable outcome.
•	 Receiving esteem, respect, or praise.

•	 Receiving love, liking, or affection.
•	 Being accepted by others.
•	 Belonging somewhere or with someone or a group.
•	 Being with or in contact with people who love or like 

you.
•	 Other:       

  

Thoughts about the Events That Prompt Feelings of Happiness

•	 Thinking about the joyful event just as it is, without 
adding or subtracting.

•	 Other:       

  

Inside the Body: Body Changes and Sensations

•	 Feeling excited.
•	 Feeling physically energetic, active.
•	 Feeling like giggling or laughing.
•	 Feeling your face flush.
•	 Feeling at peace.

•	 Feeling open or expansive.
•	 Feeling calm.
•	 Urge to keep doing what is making you happy.
•	 Other:       

Outside the Body: Expressions and Action

•	 Smiling.
•	 Having a bright, glowing face.
•	 Being bouncy or bubbly.
•	 Communicating your good feelings.
•	 Sharing the feeling.
•	 Silliness.

•	 Hugging people.
•	 Jumping up and down.
•	 Saying positive things.
•	 Using an enthusiastic or excited voice.
•	 Being talkative or talking a lot.
•	 Other:       

Consequences of Happiness

•	 Being courteous or friendly to others.
•	 Doing nice things for other people.
•	 Having a positive outlook; seeing the bright side.
•	 Having a high threshold for worry or annoyance.

•	 Remembering and imagining other times you have felt 
happy.

•	 Expecting to feel happy in the future.
•	 Other:       

 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 16.2c

Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Happiness)



 426 

From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

JEALOUSY WORDS

jealous
cautious
clinging

defensive
fear of losing someone/ 
  something

mistrustful
possessive
suspicious

self-protective
wary
watchful

Prompting Events for Feeling Jealous

•	 An important relationship is threatened or in danger of 
being lost.

•	 A potential competitor pays attention to someone you 
love.

•	 Someone:
9� Is threatening to take away important things in your 
life.
9� Goes out with the person you like.
9� Ignores you while talking to a friend of yours.
9� Is more attractive, outgoing, or self-confident than 
you.

•	 A person you are romantically involved with looks at 
someone else.

•	 Your boyfriend or girlfriend appears to flirt with 
someone else.

•	 You are treated as unimportant by a person you want 
to be close to.

•	 Your boyfriend or girlfriend tells you that he or she 
desires more time alone.

•	 You find out that your boyfriend or girlfriend is cheating 
on you.

•	 Other:         

Thoughts about the Events That Prompt Feelings of Jealousy

Believing that:
•	 Your boyfriend or girlfriend does not care for you 

anymore.
•	 You are nothing to him or her.
•	 He or she is going to leave you.
•	 He or she is behaving inappropriately.

Believing that:
•	 You don’t measure up to your peers.
•	 You were cheated.
•	 No one cares about you anymore.
•	 Other:         

Inside the Body: Body Changes and Sensations

•	 Breathlessness.
•	 Fast heartbeat.
•	 Choking sensation, lump in throat.
•	 Muscles tensing.
•	 Clenching teeth.
•	 Becoming suspicious of others.
•	 Having injured pride.

•	 Feelings of rejection.
•	 Needing to be in control.
•	 Feeling helpless.
•	 Wanting to grasp or keep hold of what you have.
•	 Wanting to push away or eliminate your rival.
•	 Other:         

Outside the Body: Expressions and Actions

•	 Violent behavior or threats of violence toward the 
person threatening to take something away.

•	 Attempting to control the freedom of the person or 
thing that you are afraid of losing.

•	 Verbal accusations of disloyalty or unfaithfulness.
•	 Spying on the person.

•	 Questioning the person, demanding an accounting of 
his or her time or activities.

•	 Collecting evidence of wrongdoings.
•	 Clinging, enhanced dependency.
•	 Increased or excessive demonstrations of love.
•	 Other:         

Consequences of Jealousy

•	 Narrowing of attention.
•	 Being mistrustful of everyone.
•	 Being on high alert for threats to your relationships.

•	 Becoming isolated or withdrawn.
•	 Seeing the worst in others.
•	 Other:         

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
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LOVE WORDS

love
adoration
affection
arousal
attraction

caring
charmed
compassion
desire
fondness

infatuation
kindness
liking
longing
passion

sympathy
tenderness
warmth

Prompting Events for Feeling Love

•	 A person:
9� Offers or gives you something you want, need, or 
desire.
9� Does things you want or need the person to do.
9� Does things you particularly value or admire.

•	 You feel physically attracted to someone.

•	 You spend a lot of time with a person.
•	 You share a special experience together with a person.
•	 You have exceptionally good communication with a 

person.
•	 You are with someone you have fun with.
•	 Other:         

Thoughts about the Events That Prompt Feelings of Love

•	 Believing that a person loves, needs, or appreciates 
you.

•	 Thinking that a person is physically attractive.
•	 Judging a person’s personality as wonderful, pleasing, 

or attractive.

•	 Believing that a person can be counted on or will 
always be there for you.

•	 Other:         

Inside the Body: Body Changes and Sensations

•	 When you are with or thinking about someone:
9� Feeling excited and full of energy.
9� Fast heartbeat.
9� Feeling self-confident.
9� Feeling invulnerable.
9� Feeling happy, joyful, or exuberant.
9� Feeling warm, trusting, and secure.
9� Feeling relaxed and calm.

9� Wanting the best for a person.
9� Wanting to give things to a person.
9� Wanting to see and spend time with a person.
9� Wanting to spend your life with a person.
9� Wanting physical closeness or intimacy.
9� Wanting emotional closeness.
9� Other:        

Outside the Body: Expressions and Actions

•	 Saying, “I love you.”
•	 Expressing positive feelings to a person.
•	 Eye contact, mutual gaze.
•	 Touching, hugging, holding, cuddling.
•	 Smiling.

•	 Sharing time and experiences with someone.
•	 Doing things that the other person wants or needs that 

you are comfortable doing.
•	 Other:         

Consequences of Love

•	 Only being able to see a person’s positive side.
•	 Feeling forgetful or distracted; daydreaming.
•	 Feeling openness and trust.
•	 Feeling “alive,” capable.
•	 Remembering other people you have loved.

•	 Remembering other people who have loved you.
•	 Remembering and imagining other positive events.
•	 Believing in yourself; believing you are wonderful, 

capable, competent.
•	 Other:         

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
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SADNESS WORDS

sadness
despair
grief
misery
agony

disappointment
pity
dismay
hurt
rejection

feeling crushed
homesickness
neglect
displeasure
insecurity

sorrow
defeat
disconnected
suffering
gloom

loneliness
unhappy
depression
glum
alone

Prompting Events for Feeling Sadness

•	 Losing something or someone that you cannot get 
back.

•	 Things are not the way you expected or wanted.
•	 The death of someone you love.
•	 Being separated from someone you care for.
•	 Being rejected, disapproved of, or excluded.
•	 Not getting what you believe you need in life.

•	 Discovering that you are powerless or helpless.
•	 Being with someone else who is sad or in pain.
•	 Reading or hearing about other people’s problems or 

troubles in the world.
•	 Being alone, isolated, or an outsider.
•	 Thinking about your losses.
•	 Thinking about missing someone.
•	 Other:         

Thoughts about the Events That Prompt Feelings of Sadness

•	 Believing that a separation from someone will last for a 
long time or will never end.

•	 Believing that you will not get what you want or need 
in your life.

•	 Seeing things or your life as hopeless.
•	 Believing that you are worthless or not valuable.
•	 Other:         

Inside the Body: Body Changes and Sensations

•	 Feeling tired, run-down, or low in energy.
•	 Feeling slow, wanting to stay in bed all day.
•	 Feeling as if nothing is pleasurable any more.
•	 Pain or hollowness in your chest or gut.
•	 Feeling empty.

•	 Feeling as if you can’t stop crying, or as if you ever 
start crying you will never be able to stop.

•	 Difficulty swallowing.
•	 Breathlessness.
•	 Other:         

Outside the Body: Expressions and Actions

•	 Avoiding things.
•	 Acting helpless, staying in bed, being inactive.
•	 Moping, brooding, or acting moody.
•	 Making slow, shuffling movements.
•	 Withdrawing from social contact.
•	 Avoiding activities that used to bring pleasure.
•	 Saying sad things.

•	 Giving up and no longer trying to improve.
•	 Talking little or not at all.
•	 Using a quiet, slow, or monotonous voice.
•	 Frowning, not smiling.
•	 Posture slumping.
•	 Sobbing, crying, whimpering.
•	 Other:         

Consequences of Sadness

•	 Not being able to remember happy things.
•	 Feeling irritable, touchy, or grouchy.
•	 Yearning and searching for the thing lost.
•	 Having a negative outlook.

•	 Blaming or criticizing yourself.
•	 Thinking about sad events in the past.
•	 Insomnia.
•	 Appetite disturbance, indigestion.
•	 Other:         

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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SHAME WORDS

shame embarrassment
humiliation

self-conscious
shyness

Prompting Events for Feeling Shame

•	 Being rejected by people you care about.
•	 Having others find out that you have done something 

wrong.
•	 Doing (or feeling or thinking) something that people you 

admire believe is wrong or immoral.
•	 Comparing some aspect of yourself or your behavior to 

a standard and feeling like you do not live up to that 
standard.

•	 Being laughed at or made fun of.
•	 Being criticized in public or remembering public 

criticism.

•	 Being reminded of something wrong, immoral, or 
“shameful” you did in the past.

•	 Being rejected or criticized for something you expected 
praise for.

•	 Exposure of a very private aspect of yourself or your 
life.

•	 Exposure of a physical characteristic you dislike.
•	 Failing at something you feel you are (or should be) 

competent to do.
•	 Other:         

Thoughts about the Events That Prompt Feelings of Shame

•	 Believing that others will reject you (or have rejected 
you).

•	 Judging yourself to be inferior, not “good enough,” not 
as good as others, or a “loser.”

•	 Believing yourself unlovable.
•	 Thinking that you are defective.
•	 Thinking that you are a bad person or a failure.

•	 Believing that your body (or a body part) is too big, too 
small, or ugly.

•	 Thinking that you have not lived up to others’ 
expectations of you.

•	 Thinking that your behavior, thoughts, or feelings are 
silly or stupid.

•	 Other:         

Inside the Body: Body Changes and Sensations

•	 Pain in the pit of the stomach.
•	 Sense of dread.

•	 Wanting to shrink down and/or disappear.
•	 Wanting to hide or cover your face and body.
•	 Other:         

Outside the Body: Expressions and Actions

•	 Hiding the behavior or characteristic you are ashamed 
of from other people.

•	 Avoiding the person you have harmed.
•	 Avoiding people who have criticized you.
•	 Avoiding yourself (distracting, ignoring).
•	 Withdrawing, covering the face.
•	 Bowing your head, groveling.

•	 Making amends; saying you are sorry over and over and 
over.

•	 Looking down and away from others.
•	 Sinking back; slumped and rigid posture.
•	 Halting speech, lower speech volume.
•	 Other:         

Consequences of Shame

•	 Avoiding thinking about what you did wrong; shutting 
down, blocking all emotions.

•	 Engaging in distracting, impulsive behaviors to divert 
your mind or attention.

•	 High amount of “self-focus”; preoccupation with 
yourself.

•	 Attacking or blaming others.
•	 Conflicts with other people.
•	 Feelings of isolation, alienation.
•	 Difficulty in problem solving.
•	 Other:         

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 16.2g

Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Shame)
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GUILT WORDS

guilt
being apologetic

regret
remorse

being sorry

Prompting Events for Feeling Guilt

•	 Doing or thinking something you believe is wrong.
•	 Doing or thinking something that violates your personal 

values.
•	 Not doing something you said that you would do.

•	 Causing harm/damage to another person or object.
•	 Causing harm/damage to yourself.
•	 Being reminded of something wrong you did in the 

past.
•	 Other:         

Thoughts about the Events That Prompt Feelings of Guilt

•	 Thinking that your actions are to blame for something.
•	 Thinking that you behaved badly.

•	 Thinking “if only you had done something 
differently . . . ”

•	 Other:         

Inside the Body: Body Changes and Sensations

•	 Hot, red face.
•	 Jitteriness, nervousness.

•	 Feeling as if you are suffocating.
•	 Other:         

Outside the Body: Expressions and Actions

•	 Trying to repair the harm, make amends for the 
wrongdoing, fix the damage, or change the outcome.

•	 Asking for forgiveness; apologizing, confessing.

•	 Giving gifts/making sacrifices to try to make up for the 
wrongdoing.

•	 Bowing your head, kneeling before the person.
•	 Other:         

Consequences of Guilt

•	 Making resolutions to change.
•	 Making changes in behavior.

•	 Joining self-help programs.
•	 Other:         

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 16.2h

Emotion Regulation: Ways to Describe Emotions (Guilt)



F
ro

m
 D

B
T

 S
ki

ll
s 

in
 S

ch
oo

ls
: S

ki
ll

s 
Tr

ai
ni

ng
 fo

r 
E

m
ot

io
na

l P
ro

bl
em

 S
ol

vi
ng

 fo
r 

A
do

le
sc

en
ts

 (D
B

T
 S

T
E

PS
-A

) b
y 

Ja
m

es
 J

. M
az

za
, E

li
za

be
th

 T
. D

ex
te

r-
M

az
za

, A
le

c 
L

. M
il

le
r,

 J
il

l H
. 

R
at

hu
s,

 a
nd

 H
ea

th
er

 E
. M

ur
ph

y.
 C

op
yr

ig
ht

 ©
 2

01
6 

T
he

 G
ui

lfo
rd

 P
re

ss
. P

er
m

is
si

on
 to

 p
ho

to
co

py
 th

is
 m

at
er

ia
l i

s g
ra

nt
ed

 to
 p

ur
ch

as
er

s o
f t

hi
s b

oo
k 

fo
r p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

r u
se

 w
it

h 
in

di
vi

du
al

 
st

ud
en

ts
 (s

ee
 c

op
yr

ig
ht

 p
ag

e 
fo

r 
de

ta
ils

). 
P

ur
ch

as
er

s 
ca

n 
do

w
nl

oa
d 

ad
di

ti
on

al
 c

op
ie

s 
of

 t
hi

s 
m

at
er

ia
l (

se
e 

th
e 

bo
x 

at
 t

he
 e

nd
 o

f t
he

 ta
bl

e 
of

 c
on

te
nt

s)
.

 431 

N
am

e:
  

 
D

ue
 D

at
e:

  
 

 

A
da

pt
ed

 w
ith

 p
er

m
is

si
on

 fr
om

 L
in

eh
an

 (
20

15
b)

. 
C

op
yr

ig
ht

 ©
 M

ar
sh

a 
M

. 
Li

ne
ha

n.

H
O

M
EW

O
R

K
 1

6.
3

Em
ot

io
n 

R
eg

ul
at

io
n:

 P
ra

ct
ic

e 
w

ith
 t

he
 M

od
el

 o
f 

Em
ot

io
ns

Em
ot

io
n 

N
am

e

Vu
ln

er
ab

ili
ty

Fa
ct

or
s

Pr
om

pt
in

g
Ev

en
t 

1

Th
ou

gh
ts

 a
bo

ut
th

e 
Ev

en
t

Ph
ys

ic
al

Se
ns

at
io

ns
, 

U
rg

es
 

B
od

y
Ch

an
ge

s
Ex

pr
es

si
on

s
(F

ac
e/

B
od

y)

Ac
tio

ns
,

B
eh

av
io

rs

C
on

se
qu

en
ce

s
of

 A
ct

io
ns

Pr
om

pt
in

g
Ev

en
t 

2

In
si

de
th

e 
B

od
y

O
ut

si
de

th
e 

B
od

y
(A

nd
 r

at
e 

0
–5

)



 432 

From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

CHECK THE FACTS

1. Check out whether your reactions fit the facts of the situation.

2. Changing your interpretation if it does not fit the facts can help you change your 
emotional reactions.

 
OPPOSITE ACTION

1. Acting opposite to your emotions that don’t fit the facts can also change your 
emotions.

 
PROBLEM SOLVING

1. When the emotions do fit the facts, then move to problem solving, which will 
reduce the frequency of negative emotions.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 17.1

Emotion Regulation:  
Overview of Skills for Changing Emotional Responses
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Here Are the FACTS

Many emotions and actions are set off by our thoughts and interpretations of events, 
not by the events themselves.

Event → Thoughts → Emotion

Our emotions can also have a big effect on our thoughts about events.

Event → Emotion → Thoughts

Examining our thoughts and checking the facts can help us change our emotions.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Three Steps to Check the Facts

1. Ask: “What is the emotion I want to change?”

2. Ask: “What is the event prompting my emotion?”

 Challenge judgments, extremes, and black-and-white thinking. 
Describe the facts that you observed through your senses.

3. Ask: “Am I interpreting the situation correctly?”

 Are there other possible interpretations?

Additional Questions That May or May Not Fit Each Situation:

a. “Am I thinking in extremes (all-or-nothing thoughts, catastrophic thinking)?” 
If so, think of as many other possible outcomes as you can.

b. “What is the likelihood of the worst thing happening”?

c. “Even if the worst were to happen, can I imagine coping well with it?” 
Imagine saying, “So what?”

 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 17.2

Emotion Regulation: Check the Facts
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Fear
•	 There is a threat to your life or that of someone you care about.
•	 There is a threat to your health or that of someone you care about
•	 There is a threat to your well-being or that of someone you care about.

Anger
•	 An important goal is blocked or prevented.
•	 You or someone you care about is attacked or hurt by others.
•	 Losing power, status, or respect.

Jealousy
•	 An important relationship is being threatened and in danger of being lost.
•	 Someone is threatening to take a valued relationship or object away from you.

Love
•	 A person, animal, or object gives you something you want, need, or desire.
•	 A person, animal, or object improves quality of life for you or for those you care 

about.

Sadness
•	 You have lost something or someone you care about.
•	 Things are not the way you wanted or hoped them to be.

Shame
•	 You are being rejected by a person or group you care about over an issue that 

publicly involves your behavior or characteristics.

Guilt
•	 You are doing something you believe is wrong.
•	 You are doing something that violates your own personal values or long-term goals.

Intensity and duration of an emotion are justified by:
1. How likely it is that the expected outcomes will occur?
2. How great and/or important the outcomes are?
3. How effective the emotion is in your life now?
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 17.3

Emotion Regulation: Examples of Emotions That Fit the Facts
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Emotions come with specific action urges that push us to act in certain ways. Often we escape the 
pain of the emotion in harmful ways.

These are the common urges associated with a sample of emotions:

Fear → Escaping or avoiding

Anger → Attacking

Sadness → Withdrawing, becoming passive, isolating

Shame → Hiding, avoiding, withdrawing, saving face by attacking others

Guilt → Overpromising that you will not commit the offense again, disclaiming all responsibility, 
hiding, lowering head, begging forgiveness

Jealousy → Verbal accusations, attempts to control, acting suspicious

Love → Saying, “I love you,” making efforts to spend time with the person, doing what the other 
person wants and needs, giving affection

Acting Opposite = acting opposite to the action urge when the emotion is doing more harm than good.

EMOTION → OPPOSITE ACTION

Fear/anxiety → Approach
•	 Approach events, places, tasks, activities, or people you are afraid of, over and 

over. Confront.
•	 Do things to increase a sense of control and mastery over fears.

Anger → Gently avoid
•	 Gently avoid the person you are angry with (rather than attacking).
•	 Take time out and breathe in and out deeply and slowly.
•	 Be kind rather than mean or attacking (Try to have sympathy or empathy for the 

other person).

Sadness → Get active
•	 Approach, don’t avoid.
•	 Build mastery and increase pleasant activities.

Shame → Face the music (when your behavior violates your moral values, or something 
shameful has been revealed about you, and the shame fits the facts):
•	 Apologize and repair the harm when possible.
•	 Try to avoid making the same mistake in the future and accept consequences.
•	 Forgive yourself and let it go.

Go public (when your behavior does not violate your moral values, and the shame 
does not fit the facts):
•	 You continue to participate fully in social interactions, hold your head high, keep 

your voice steady, and make eye contact.
(continued)

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 17.4

Emotion Regulation: Opposite Action to Change Emotions
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•	 Go public with your personal characteristics or your behavior (with people who 
won’t reject you).

•	 Repeat the behavior that sets off shame over and over (without hiding it from those 
who won’t reject you).

Guilt → Face the music (when your behavior violates your moral values, or it hurts feelings of 
significant others, and the guilt fits the facts).
•	 Experience the guilt.
•	 Ask but don’t beg for forgiveness, and accept the consequences.
•	 Repair the transgression and work to prevent it from happening again.

Don’t apologize or try to make up for it (when your behavior does not violate your 
moral values and the guilt does not fit the facts).
•	 Change your body posture: Look innocent and proud, hold your head up, puff up 

your chest, and maintain eye contact. Keep your voice steady and clear.

Jealousy → Let go of controlling others’ actions (when it does not fit the facts or is not effective).
•	 Stop spying or snooping.
•	 Relax your face and body.

Love → Stop expressing love (when it does not fit the facts or is not effective (e.g., the 
relationship is truly over, not accessible, or abusive).
•	 Avoid the person, and distract yourself from thoughts of the person.
•	 Remind yourself of why love does not fit the facts, and rehearse the “cons” of 

loving this person.
•	 Avoid contact with things that remind you of the person (e.g., pictures).

Opposite Action Works Best When:
1. The emotion DOES NOT fit the facts.

a. An emotion DOES NOT fit thev facts when:
•	 The emotion does not fit the facts of the actual situation (e.g., terror in response to speaking 

in public), or
•	 The emotion, its intensity, or its duration is not effective for your goals in the situation (e.g., 

you feel angry at your math teacher, but three periods later you’re still fuming and can’t focus 
on science).

2. It is done ALL THE WAY.
•	 Opposite behavior.
•	 Opposite words and thinking.
•	 Opposite facial expressions, voice tone, and posture.

Opposite Action Requires These Seven Steps:
1. Figure out the emotion you are feeling.
2. What is the action urge that goes with the emotion?
3. Ask yourself: “Does the emotion fit the facts in this situation? If yes, will acting on the emotion’s 

urge be effective?”
4. Ask yourself: “Do I want to change the emotion?”
5. If yes, figure out the opposite action.
6. Do the opposite action—all the way.
7. Repeat acting opposite until the emotion goes down enough for you to notice.

Emotion Regulation: Opposite Action to Change Emotions (page 2 of 2)
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Name:  

Due Date:  

It is hard to problem-solve emotional situations if you don’t have your facts straight. It 
is important to know what the problem is before you can solve it. This worksheet can 
help you figure out whether it is the event that occurred that is causing your emotion, 
your interpretation of the event, or both. Before you can figure out what to change, you 
have to figure out what really happened. You have to use your mindfulness skills of 
observing and describing. You have to check the facts and then describe the facts you 
observed.

Emotion Name:      Intensity (0–5) Before:    After  

Step 1: What is the emotion I want to change?

Step 2: Describe the prompting event: Who did what to whom? What led up to 
what? What is it about this event that is a problem for me?

Step 3: Am I interpreting the situation correctly? Are there other possible 
interpretations?

Additional questions you may need to ask:
1. Am I thinking in extremes (all-or-nothing thoughts, catastrophic thinking)?

2. What is the likelihood of the worst thing happening? And if the worst thing 
happens, can I imagine myself coping well with it? (Describe in detail the 
worst outcome I can reasonably expect and ways to cope if the worst thing 
does happen.)

Do my emotion and its intensity fit the facts? (0 = not at all, 5 = I am certain): 
Describe what you did to check the facts.

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HOMEWORK 17.5

Emotion Regulation: Practice with Check the Facts
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Ask yourself the following questions as a guide to OPPOSITE ACTION:

Observe and describe the emotion:
What is the current emotion you are having?

What is your action urge?

Do opposite action ALL THE WAY.

How did you feel after acting opposite to your emotion?

Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HOMEWORK 17.6

Emotion Regulation:  
Practice with Changing Emotions by Opposite Action
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START PROBLEM SOLVING.
First, ask yourself: Can the problem be solved?

If yes, try problem solving!
If no, use your radical acceptance and mindfulness skills to manage the 

problem and your emotional reaction to it. 

Steps for Problem Solving

1. DESCRIBE the problem situation.

2. CHECK THE FACTS.
a. Am I interpreting the situation correctly?
b. Am I thinking in extremes (all-or-nothing thoughts, catastrophic thinking)?
c. What is the probability of the worst thing happening?
d. Even if the worst thing happened, could you imagine coping well?
e. If you are still faced with a big problem, then continue the steps below.

3. IDENTIFY YOUR GOAL(S) in solving the problem.
a. Identify what needs to happen or change for you to feel OK.
b. Keep it simple; keep it something that can actually happen.

4. BRAINSTORM lots of solutions.
a. Think of as many solutions as you can. Ask for suggestions from people you 

trust.
b. Don’t be critical of any ideas at first (wait for Step 5 to evaluate ideas).

5. CHOOSE at leastvv one solution that is likely to work.
a. If you are unsure, choose two or three solutions that look good.
b. Do pros and cons to compare the solutions. Choose the best to try first.

6. Put the solution(s) into ACTION.
a. ACT: try out the solution(s).
b. Take the first step, and then the second . . .

7. EVALUATE each outcome.
a. Did it work? Yeah! Reward yourself!
b. It didn’t work? Validate yourself for trying, and don’t give up!
c. Try a new solution.

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 18.1

Emotion Regulation: Problem Solving
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Events that fit the facts
Act opposite 

to emotion urge
Act on emotion, avoid 

or problem-solve

Fe
ar

1. Your life is in danger.
2. Your health is in 

danger.
3. Your well-being is in 

danger.

1. Approach what you are 
afraid of doing . . . over 
and over.

2. Do what gives you a 
sense of control and 
mastery.

1. Remove the threatening 
event.

2. Do what gives you a sense 
of control and mastery.

3. Avoid the threatening 
event.

A
ng

er

A. An important goal is 
blocked or prevented.

B. You or someone you 
care about is attacked 
or hurt by others.

C. You are losing power, 
status, or respect.

1. Gently avoid.
2. Take a time out and 

breathe in and out 
deeply.

3. Be kind rather than 
mean or attacking.

4. Have sympathy or 
empathy for the other 
person.

1. Overcome obstacles to your 
goals.

2. Stop further attacks, 
insults, and threats.

3. Avoid or walk out 
on people who are 
threatening.

Je
al

ou
sy

A. An important 
relationship is being 
threatened and in 
danger of being lost.

B. Someone is 
threatening to take a 
valued object away 
from you.

1. Let go of trying to 
control others.

2. Stop spying and 
snooping.

3. Relax your face and 
body.

1. Protect what you have.
2. Work at being more 

desirable to the person you 
want to be in a relationship 
with (i.e., fight for the 
relationship).

3. Leave the relationship.

Lo
ve

A. A person, animal, 
or object gives you 
something you want, 
need, or desire.

B. A person, animal, or 
object improves the 
quality of life for you or 
those you care about.

1. Stop expressing love.
2. Distract yourself from 

thoughts of the person.
3. Avoid contact with 

things that remind you 
of the person.

4. Remind yourself of why 
love does not fit the 
facts.

1. Be with the person, animal, 
or thing that you love.

2. Touch, hold, etc., the 
beloved.

3. Avoid separations when 
possible.

 If the beloved is lost:
4. Work to get the beloved 

back (if it is possible).
(continued)

 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 18.2

Emotion Regulation:  
Putting Opposite Action and Problem Solving Together
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Events that fit the facts
Act opposite 

to emotion urge
Act on emotion, avoid 

or problem-solve
Sa

dn
es

s

A. You have lost 
something or someone 
you care about.

B. Things are not the way 
you wanted or hoped 
them to be.

1. Get active.
2. Approach, don’t avoid.
3. Build mastery; do things 

that make you feel 
competent and self-
confident.

4. Increase pleasant 
events.

1. Grieve; process the loss or 
disappointment.

2. Plan how to rebuild your 
life without the person or 
thing you have lost.

3. Replace what is lost (if 
possible).

4. Ask for help.
5. Accept help when offered.

Sh
am

e

A. You are being rejected 
by a person or group 
you care about over 
an issue that publicly 
involves your behavior 
or characteristics.

1. Go public.
2. Participate fully in social 

interactions (hold your 
head high).

3. Repeat the behavior 
without hiding from 
people who won’t reject 
you.

1. Hide what will get you 
rejected.

2. Apologize and repair the 
harm when possible.

3. Change your behavior or 
personal characteristics to 
fit in.

4. Avoid groups that 
disapprove of you.

5. Find a new group that 
fits your values or that 
likes your personal 
characteristics.

6. Work to change society’s or 
a person’s values.

G
ui

lt

A. You are doing 
something you believe 
is wrong.

B. You are doing 
something that violates 
your own personal 
values or long-term 
goals.

1. Don’t apologize or try to 
make up for it.

2. Do what makes you feel 
guilty over and over and 
over.

3. Change your body 
posture (look innocent 
and proud).

1. Ask but don’t beg for 
forgiveness.

2. Repair the harm and 
work to prevent it from 
happening again.

3. Accept the consequences 
gracefully.

Putting Opposite Action and Problem Solving Together (page 2 of 2)
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Select a prompting event that triggers a painful emotion. Select an event that can 
be changed. Turn the event into a problem to be solved. Follow the steps below and 
describe what happened.

Emotion Name:  

Intensity (0–5) Before:      After:     

1. DESCRIBE THE PROBLEM SITUATION. Describe exactly what makes this 
situation a problem.

  

  

2. CHECK THE FACTS. (Check all the facts; sort them out from interpretations—see 
Handout 17.2.)

  

  

3. IDENTIFY YOUR GOAL(S) in solving the problem:

  

  

4. BRAINSTORM SOLUTIONS: List as many solutions and coping strategies as you 
can think of. Don’t evaluate!

 a.        d.       

 b.        e.       

 c.        f.       
 

(continued)

 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HOMEWORK 18.3

Emotion Regulation:  
Practice with Problem Solving to Change Emotions
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5. CHOOSE at least one solution that is likely to work. Do pros and cons to compare 
solutions.

 a.  

 b.  

Pros Cons

Using this 
solution

1. 1.

2. 2.

3. 3.

Not using 
this solution

1. 1.

2. 2.

3. 3.

6. Put the solution(s) into ACTION. You might need to try out more than one!

 a.  

 b.  

7. EVALUATE each outcome. Did it work? Yeah! Reward yourself. If it didn’t work, try 
a new solution. Don’t give up!

  

  

Practice with Problem Solving to Change Emotions (page 2 of 2)
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How to increase positive emotions 
and 

reduce vulnerability to emotion mind:

Accumulate positive experiences

Build mastery

Cope ahead of time with emotional situations

Treat PhysicaL illness

Balance Eating

Avoid mood-altering drugs

Balance Sleep

Get Exercise

 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 19.1

Emotion Regulation: Overview of ABC PLEASE
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In the Short Term:

Do pleasant things that are possible right now.
•	 Increase pleasant activities that lead to positive emotions.
•	 Do one thing each day from the Pleasant Activities List (Handout 19.3).

Be Mindful of Positive Experiences:
•	 Focus your attention on positive events while they are happening.
•	 Refocus your attention when your mind wanders to the negative.
•	 Participate fully in the experience.

Be Unmindful of Worries:
•	 Don’t destroy positive experiences by thinking about when they will end.
•	 Don’t worry about whether you deserve this positive experience.
•	 Don’t worry about how much more might be expected of you now.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 19.2

Emotion Regulation:  
Accumulating Positive Experiences in the Short Term
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 1. Soaking in the bathtub
 2. Thinking about school holidays or 

vacations
 3. Going out with friends
 4. Relaxing
 5. Going to a movie
 6. Going running
 7. Listening to music
 8. Lying in the sun (with sunscreen)
 9. Reading magazines or books
10. Saving money
11. Planning the future
12. Dancing
13. Fixing or cleaning things around the 

house
14. Having a quiet night
15. Cooking good food
16. Taking care of your pets
17. Going swimming
18. Writing
19. Drawing or doodling

20. Playing sports (list:        )
21. Going to a party
22. Talking with friends
23. Working out
24. Singing
25. Roller skating or in-line skating
26. Going to a beach
27. Playing a musical instrument
28. Traveling
29. Making a gift for someone
30. Downloading music or new apps
31. Watching sports on TV
32. Going out to dinner
33. Baking
34. Planning a party for someone
35. Buying clothes
36. Getting a haircut or styling your hair
37. Enjoying an early cup of hot 

chocolate, coffee, or tea
38. Kissing

(continued)

HANDOUT 19.3

Emotion Regulation: Pleasant Activities List

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.
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39. Going to hear live music
40. Getting a manicure or pedicure
41. Spending some time with little kids
42. Going for a bike ride
43. Going sledding in a snowstorm
44. Getting a massage
45. Emailing or texting friends
46. Writing in a diary or journal
47. Looking at photos
48. Dressing up however you like
49. Playing video games
50. Walking around where you live
51. Noticing birds or trees (something in 

nature)
52. Surfing the Internet
53. Surprising someone with a favor
54. Completing something you will feel 

great about
55. Shooting pool or playing ping-pong
56. Contacting a relative you have been 

out of touch with
57. Tweeting, posting online
58. Thinking about taking lessons 

(sports, dance, music, martial arts)
59. Bowling
60. Fantasizing about life getting better
61. Saying, “I love you”
62. Writing a poem, song, or rap
63. Thinking about a friend’s good 

qualities
64. Putting on makeup
65. Making a smoothie and drinking it 

slowly
66. Putting on your favorite piece of 

clothing
67. Playing a game
68. Writing a story

69. Instant-messaging someone
70. Watching reruns on TV
71. Making a card and giving it to 

someone you care about
72. Figuring out your favorite scent
73. Buying yourself a treat
74. Noticing a storm coming
75. Building furniture or carpentry

Add your own:

76.                  

77.                  

78.                  

79.                  

80.                  

Emotion Regulation: Pleasant Activities List (page 2 of 2)
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In the Long Term:

Make changes in your life so that positive events will occur more often. Build a life 
worth living.

Work toward Goals Based on Your Values:
•	 Identify one goal (e.g., graduate from high school).
•	 List small steps toward goals/value (e.g., get out of bed, go to first class).
•	 Take first step (e.g., buy an alarm clock or set cell phone alarm).

Pay Attention to Relationships:
•	 Repair old, create new, and work on current relationships.
•	 Avoid avoiding, and avoid giving up!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 19.4

Emotion Regulation:  
Accumulating Positive Experiences in the Long Term
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What is important to me?: Examples

Use the blanks to fill in your priority ranking for each item. Add your own examples at 
the bottom.

9    Achieve things (examples: get good grades, work hard, etc.)

9    Have fun (examples: enjoy what I do, go out and have a good time)

9    Focus on family (examples: see family often, keep family relationships strong,  
   do things for family)

9    Contribute (examples: help people in need, make sacrifices for others,  
   improve society)

9    Be part of a group (examples: have close friends, have people to do things,  
   be part of a sports team, feel a sense of belonging)

9    Build character (examples: be honest, stand up for my beliefs, keep my  
   word, be responsible, keep growing as a human being)

9    Be responsible (examples: earn money, take care of myself more and more,  
   become more independent, be reliable)

9    Be a leader (examples: be seen by others as successful, be in charge of  
   something [like a club or team], be respected by others, be popular and  
   accepted)

9    Be healthy (examples: be physically fit, exercise, eat well, develop physical  
   strength, practice yoga)

9    Learn (e.g., seek knowledge and information, read, study)

9    Strive for moderation (e.g., avoid excesses, achieve balance)

9    Others:           

9                  

9                  

9                  

9                  
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 19.5

Emotion Regulation: Wise Mind Values and Priorities List
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Name:  

Due Date:  

In the Short term:
1. Engage in at least one activity from your list each day. Please write down each 

activity on the list below. Add more rows if you need them.
2. Rate your mood before you start the activity and then after. Use the rating scale 

below.
3. Remember to try to stay mindful of activity and unmindful of worries.

–5 –2.5 0 +2.5 +5

I feel very upset I feel somewhat upset I feel OK I feel pretty good I feel great

Date:

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday

Activity

Before/After / / / / / / /

Activity

Before/After / / / / / / /

4. Were you mindfully participating in each activity? If yes, describe the effect on your 
emotional state. If no, what happened?

  

  

In the Long Term:
1. List one of your values and a goal that it is associated with.     

  
2. What is the first step in achieving your goal?       

  
3. Take the first step. Describe how taking the first step made you feel.   

  
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 19.6

Emotion Regulation: Practice with Accumulating 
Positive Experiences (Short‑ and Long‑Term)
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Build Mastery

1. Plan on doing at least one thing each day to feel competent and in control of your 
life.

   Example:  

2. Plan for success, not failure.
•	 Do something difficult, BUT possible.

3. Gradually increase the difficulty over time.
•	 If the first task is too difficult, do something a little easier next time.

Cope Ahead of Time with Emotional Situations

Rehearse a plan ahead of time so you are prepared.

1. Describe a situation that is likely to create negative emotions.
•	 Be specific in describing the situation. Check the facts! What’s the threat?
•	 Name the emotions you are most likely to experience in the situation.

2. Decide what coping or problem-solving skills you want to use in the situation.
•	 Be specific. Write it out:         

3. Imagine the situation in your mind as vividly as possible.
•	 Imagine yourself in the situation now.

4. Rehearse in your mind coping effectively.
•	 Rehearse in your mind exactly what you could do to cope effectively.
•	 Rehearse your actions, your thoughts, what you say, and how to say it.
•	 Troubleshoot: Rehearse coping with problems that might arise.

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 20.1

Emotion Regulation:  
Building Mastery and Coping Ahead
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How to reduce vulnerability to emotion mind

Treat PhysicaL illness: Take care of your body. See a doctor when necessary. 
Take medications as prescribed.

Balance Eating: Don’t eat too much or too little. Stay away from foods that 
may make you overly emotional.

Avoid mood-altering drugs: Stay off nonprescribed drugs, like alcohol, marijuana, or 
other street drugs. Limit your use of caffeine.

Balance Sleep: Try to get the amount of sleep that helps you feel good. 
Stay on a regular schedule in order to develop good sleep 
habits.

Get Exercise: Do some sort of exercise every day, including walking. 
Start small and build up to it!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 20.2

Emotion Regulation:  
PLEASE Skills
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Step 1: Observe how certain foods affect your mood (both negatively and positively).*

Negative examples:
•	 Soda and sugary snacks might make you feel tired and irritable.
•	 Heavy, fatty foods (e.g., French fries, potato chips, fried chicken, greasy foods) 

might make you feel sluggish.
•	 Caffeine might make you feel jittery and anxious and interfere with your sleep.

Positive examples:
•	 Complex carbohydrates and fiber (e.g., sweet potatoes, whole-wheat pasta, oatmeal, 

whole-grain cereals, salads) give you slow and steady energy.
•	 Proteins (e.g., lean meats and poultry, beans, nuts, fish, and eggs) also provide your 

body with steady energy that helps you stay active and strong both physically and 
mentally.

•	 Dairy foods (e.g., low-fat milk, cheeses, yogurts) have protein and calcium, which 
help with energy and bone strength.

•	 Fruits and vegetables provide you energy, boost your health, and give you a sweet or 
crunchy treat without zapping your energy or making you feel guilty.

*Once you know what foods make up a balanced diet, you can determine what changes might be needed.

Step 2: Notice whether you are eating too much or too little.

Step 3: Start thinking about changes.
How can you begin to increase the amounts of healthy foods you eat? Keep track of 
your food choices on your food diary every day, so you see your progress!

Step 4: Start small.
Don’t try to make dramatic changes to your diet all at once. You might feel 
overwhelmed and might set yourself up to fail. Start slowly, and gradually change your 
habits. For example:

•	 Cut down on processed foods and add more fresh foods.
•	 Add more fruits and vegetables to meals, and have them for snacks.
•	 Add lettuce, tomato, cucumber, and onion to sandwiches.
•	 Add fruit to cereal.

Step 5: Notice the effects of eating well on your mood.
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 20.3

Emotion Regulation: Food and Your Mood
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Maintaining a balanced sleep pattern will decrease your emotional vulnerability.

 1. Stick to a schedule, and don’t sleep late on weekends. If you sleep late on Saturday and Sunday 
morning, you will disrupt your sleep pattern. Instead, go to bed and get up at about the same time 
every day.

 2. Establish a bedtime routine. This might include shutting off screens, changing into comfy PJs, 
sipping herbal tea, lowering bright lights, reducing noise, and reading.

 3. Don’t eat or drink a lot before bed. Eat a light dinner about 2 hours before sleeping. If you drink 
too many liquids before heading to bed, you’ll wake up repeatedly for trips to the bathroom. Watch 
out for spicy foods, which may cause heartburn and interfere with your sleep.

 4. Avoid caffeine and nicotine. Both are stimulants and can keep you awake. Caffeine should be 
avoided for 8 hours before your desired bedtime.

 5. Exercise. If you’re trying to sleep better, the best time to exercise is in the afternoon. A program of 
regular physical activity enhances the quality of your sleep.

 6. Keep your room cool. Turn the temperature in the room down, as this mimics the natural drop in 
your body’s temperature during sleep. Use an air conditioner or a fan to keep the room cool. If you 
get cold, add more layers. If you are hot, take some layers away.

 7. Sleep primarily at night. Daytime naps steal hours from your nighttime sleep. Limit daytime sleep 
to less than 1 hour, no later than 3 P.M.

 8. Keep it dark and quiet, and NO SCREENS. Use shades or blinds, and turn off lights. Silence 
helps you sleep better. Turn off the radio and TV. Use earplugs. Use a fan, a white-noise machine, 
or some other source of constant, soothing background noise to mask sounds you can’t control. 
No laptops, iPads, phones, or screens for at least 1 hour before bedtime.

 9. Use your bed only for sleep. Make your bed so it is comfortable and appealing. Use it only for 
sleep—not studying or watching TV. Go to bed when you feel tired, and turn out the lights. If you 
don’t fall asleep in 30 minutes, get up and do something else relaxing, such as reading books or 
magazines—NO SCREENS! Go back to bed when you are tired. Don’t stress out! This will make it 
harder to fall asleep.

10. Soak and sack out. Taking a hot shower or bath before bed helps relax tense muscles.

11. Don’t rely on sleeping pills. If they are prescribed to you, use them only under a doctor’s close 
supervision. Make sure the pills won’t interact with other medications!

12. Don’t catastrophize. Tell yourself, “It’s OK. I’ll fall asleep eventually.”

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 20.4

Emotion Regulation: 12 Tips for Better Sleep Hygiene



 455 

From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

Name:  

Due Date:  

How to increase positive emotions and reduce your vulnerability to emotion mind

Build mastery:

List two ways that you built mastery this week.

1.  

2.  

Cope ahead of time with emotional situations:

Describe your plan to effectively manage a future emotional situation. Include skills you 
will use.

 

 

 

Check off two PLEASE skills to practice during the week:

   Treat PhysicaL illness

   Balance Eating

   Avoid mood-altering drugs

   Balance Sleep

   Get Exercise

Describe specifically what you did to practice your PLEASE skills:

 

 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 20.5

Emotion Regulation: Practicing with Build Mastery, 
Cope Ahead, and PLEASE Skills
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EXPERIENCE YOUR EMOTIONS

•	 When you have an emotion, observe it.
•	 Step back and just notice it.
•	 Get unstuck.
•	 Experience it as a WAVE, coming and going.
•	 Don’t try to GET RID of it or PUSH it away.
•	 And don’t try to HOLD ON to it.

PRACTICE MINDFULNESS  
OF EMOTIONAL BODY SENSATIONS

•	 Notice WHERE in your body you are feeling emotional sensations.
•	 Experience the SENSATIONS as fully as you can.

REMEMBER: YOU ARE NOT YOUR EMOTIONS

•	 You don’t need to ACT on a feeling.
•	 Remember times when you have felt differently.

DON’T JUDGE YOUR EMOTIONS

•	 Radically accept an emotion as part of you.
•	 Invite it home for dinner; name the emotion.
•	 Practice willingness to experience the emotion.

 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 21.1

Emotion Regulation:  
The Wave Skill— 
Mindfulness of  

Current Emotions
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          Name:  

          Due Date:  

Emotion Name:      Intensity (0–5) Before:    After:   

Describe a s ituation that prompts emotion.  

 

 

 

When emotional intensity is extreme, use your crisis survival skills first. With any 
emotion, high or low, practice radical acceptance with MINDFULNESS OF CURRENT 
EMOTIONS.

Check off any of the following that you did:

9 Stepped back and observed the emotions.

9 Experienced the emotions as WAVES, coming and going.

9 Noticed where in my body I was feeling the emotional sensations.

9 Paid attention to the physical sensations of the emotions as much as I could.

9 Just noticed the urge to act that went with an emotion.

9 Got myself to avoid acting on my emotion.

9 Reminded myself of times when I have felt different.

9 Let go of judgments about my emotion.

9 Practiced radically accepting my emotion.
 

(continued)

 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HOMEWORK 21.3

Emotion Regulation:  
Practicing the Wave Skill
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9 Tried to love my emotion by “naming it and inviting it home for dinner.”

9 Practiced willingness to have unwelcome emotions.

Other:  

Comments and description of experiences:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emotion Regulation: Practicing the Wave Skill (page 2 of 2)
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Name: 

Due Date: 

Wise
Mind

Emotion
Mind

Reasonable
Mind

Emotion Mind

One example of emotion mind this week was (please describe your emotions, 
thoughts, behaviors): 

Reasonable Mind

One example of reasonable mind this week was (please describe your emotions, 
thoughts, behaviors): 

Wise Mind

One example of wise mind this week was (please describe your emotions, thoughts, 
behaviors): 

Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 23.1

Mindfulness: Getting into Wise Mind
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Check off three mindfulness skills that you use during the week. If you choose to 
practice more than three skills, you are certainly encouraged to do so.

Practice observing: Check off an exercise each time you do one.

    1. Notice what you see: watch without following what you see; observe 
something you pick up.

    2. Observe sounds: sounds around you, the pitch and sound of someone’s 
voice, music.

    3. Notice smells around you: aroma of food, soap, air.
    4. Observe the taste of what you eat and the act of eating.
    5. Observe your body sensations: the sensation of walking, your body 

touching something.
    6. Notice thoughts coming in and out of your mind; imagine your mind as a 

conveyor belt.
    7. Observe your breath: notice the movement of your stomach, sensations of 

air coming in and out of your nose.

Practice describing: Check off an exercise each time you do one.

    8. Describe what you see outside your body.
    9. Describe thoughts, feelings, and body sensations inside yourself.
   10. Describe your breathing.

Practice participating: Check off an exercise each time you do one.

   11. Dance to music.
   12. Sing along with music you are listening to.
   13. Sing in the shower.
   14. Sing and dance while watching TV.
   15. Jump out of bed and dance or sing before getting dressed.
   16. Go to a church that sings and join in the singing.
   17. Play karaoke with friends or at a karaoke club.
   18. Go running, riding, skating, walking; focus only on your activity; become 

one with it.
   19. Play a sport and throw yourself into playing.

 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HOMEWORK 24.1

Mindfulness: Observing, Describing, Participating Checklist
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Check off three mindfulness skills that you use during the week. If you choose to 
practice more than three skills, you are certainly encouraged to do so.

Practice nonjudgmentalness: Check off an exercise each time you do one.

    1. Say in your mind, “A judgmental thought arose in my mind.”

    2. Count judgmental thoughts.

    3. Stay very concrete and describe your day nonjudgmentally.

    4. Change judgmental expressions, posture, or voice tone.

    5. Imagine the person you are most angry with. Imagine understanding that 
person.

    6. Write out a nonjudgmental description of an event that prompted an 
emotion.

Practice one-mindfulness: Check off an exercise each time you do one.

    7. Be fully aware while cleaning the house.

    8. Be fully aware while washing the dishes.

    9. Be fully aware while taking a slow-motion bath.

   10. Be fully aware while making tea or coffee.

Practice effectiveness: Check off an exercise each time you do one.

   11. Give up being right.

   12. Drop willfulness.

   13. Do what works.

 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HOMEWORK 24.2

Mindfulness: Nonjudgmentalness, One‑Mindfulness, 
Effectiveness Checklist
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Clarifying Priorities
How important is:

1. Getting what you want/obtaining your goal?

2. Keeping the relationship?

3. Maintaining your self-respect?

Objectives Effectiveness: DEAR MAN
When it is important to:

1. Be effective in asking clearly for what you want and 
saying no.

Relationship Effectiveness: GIVE
When it is important to:

1. Act in such a way that you maintain positive relationships, and

2. That others feel good about themselves and about you.

Self-Respect Effectiveness: FAST
When it is important to:

1. Act in such a way that you keep your self-respect.

Factors to Consider
When it is important to:

1. Decide how firm or intense you want to be in asking for something or saying 
no.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 25.1

Interpersonal Effectiveness:  
Overview of Building Interpersonal Effectiveness
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Keeping and maintaining healthy relationships (GIVE skills)

Question: How do I want the other person to feel about me?
Example: If I care about the person or if the person has authority over me, act in a 
way that keeps the person respecting and liking me.

Getting somebody to do what you want (DEAR MAN skills)

Question: What do I want? What do I need? How do I get it?  
How do I effectively say no?

Example: How do I ask for something, resolve a problem, or have people listen to 
me? Act in a way that will increase the chances of getting what you want.

Keeping your self-respect (FAST skills)

Question: How do I want to feel about myself after the interaction?
Example: What are my values and personal beliefs? Act in a way that makes me feel 
positive about myself.

Practice Exercise:
Think about these as priorities to help you decide which skill(s) to use.

Describe an interaction (what I want to say, to whom, why, where):  

 

 

 

 

Rank them in order of importance to you (1–3, with 1 being most important).

Keep relationship:  

Get what you want:  

Keep your self-respect:  
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 25.2

Interpersonal Effectiveness: What Is Your Goal?
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1. Lack of skill

You actually don’t know what to say or how to act.

2. Worry thoughts

You have the skill, but your worry thoughts interfere with doing or saying what 
you want.

•	 Worries about bad consequences:
“They won’t like me,” “He will break up with me.”

•	 Worries about whether you deserve to get what you want:
“I am such a bad person, I don’t deserve this.”

•	 Worries about being ineffective and calling yourself names:
“I won’t do it right;” “I’m such a loser.”

3. Emotions

You have the skill, but your emotions (anger, frustration, fear, guilt, sadness) make 
you unable to do or say what you want. Emotions, instead of skill, control what 
you say and do.

4. Not being able to decide

You have the skill, but you can’t decide what you really want. Or you can’t figure 
out how to balance your priorities:

•	 Asking for too much versus not asking for anything.
•	 Saying no to everything versus giving in to everything.

5. Environment

You have the skill, but the environment gets in the way:

•	 Other people are too powerful (sometimes despite your best efforts).
•	 Other people may have some reason for not liking you if you get what you 

want.
•	 Other people won’t give you what you need unless you sacrifice your self-

respect.

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 25.3

Interpersonal Effectiveness:  
What Stops You from Achieving Your Goals?
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Use this sheet to figure out your goals and priorities in any situation that creates a 
problem for you, such as ones where:
1. Your rights or wishes are not being respected.
2. You want someone to do or change something or give you something.
3. You want or need to say no or resist pressure to do something.
4. You want to get your position or point of view taken seriously.
5. There is conflict with another person.
6. You want to improve your relationship with someone.

Observe and describe in writing, as close in time to the situation as possible. Write on 
the back of the page if you need more room.

Prompting event for my problem: Who did what to whom? What led up to what? Why 
is this a problem? Remember to check the facts!

My wants and desires in this situation:

Objectives: What specific results do I want?

  What do I want this person to do, stop, or accept?

Relationship: How do I want the other person to feel and think about me  
  because of how I handle the interaction (whether or not I get what I  
  what from the other person)?

Self-Respect: How do I want to feel or think about myself because of how I handle  
  the interaction (whether or not I get what I what from the other  
  person)?

My priorities in this situation: Rate priorities I (most important), 2 (second most 
important), or 3 (least important).

    Objectives    Relationship    Self-Respect
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HOMEWORK 25.4

Interpersonal Effectiveness:  
Clarifying Priorities in Interpersonal Situations
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    Remember DEAR MAN:
      Describe   (be) Mindful
      Express  Appear confident
      Assert   Negotiate
      Reinforce

Describe: Describe the situation. Stick to the facts. For example, you might say, 
“My paper says I got a C– on the test.”

Express: Express your feelings by using “I” statements (“I feel . . ., ” “I would 
like . . ., ” “I think . . . ”). Do not assume that the other person knows 
how you feel. Stay away from “you should.” For example, you might 
say, “I am frustrated because I studied for 4 days. I think some of my 
answers are correct.”

Assert: Ask for what you want or say “no” clearly. Remember that the other 
person cannot read your mind. For example, you might ask, “Would you 
please go through the problems with me so I can understand why my 
answers were not correct?”

Reinforce: Reward (reinforce) the person ahead of time by explaining the positive 
effects of getting what you want. Also, reward him or her afterward. 
For example, you might say, “I would be better able to understand the 
material and be able to participate more in class.”

(be) Mindful: Keep your focus on what you want, avoiding distractions. Come back to 
your assertion over and over, like a “broken record.” Ignore attacks; keep 
making your point. For example, you might say, “I have been working 
hard in your class, and this test score doesn’t show my true abilities.”

Appear 
confident:

Make (and maintain) eye contact. Use a confident tone of voice—do not 
whisper, mumble, or give up and say “whatever.”

Negotiate: Be willing to give to get. Ask for the other person’s input. Offer 
alternative solutions to the problem. Know when to “agree to disagree” 
and walk away. For example, you might say, “I understand you are really 
busy, and I really need to go over my exam with you. What do you 
suggest we do so I can get some feedback on my exam?”

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 26.1

Interpersonal Effectiveness:  
Getting Someone to Do What You Want
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Choose one situation during the week in which you used your DEAR MAN skills, 
and describe below.

What happened? (Who did what? What led up to what? What was the problem?)

 

 

What did you want from the other person?

 

 

DEAR MAN skills used (write down exactly how you used each one):

Describe (the situation—just the facts):  

 

Express (feelings):  

Assert:  

Reward:  

(be) Mindful:  

Appear confident:  

Negotiate:  

What was the result of using your DEAR MAN skills?  

 

 

 

 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 26.3

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing DEAR MAN Skills
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Remember GIVE:

(be) Gentle

(act) Interested

Validate

(use an) Easy manner

(be) Gentle: Be nice and respectful!
Don’t attack, use threats, or make judgments.
Be aware of your tone of voice.

(act) Interested: Listen and act interested in what the other person is saying.
Don’t interrupt or talk over the other person.
Don’t make faces.
Maintain good eye contact.

Validate: Show that you understand the other person’s feelings or 
opinions. Be nonjudgmental out loud.
“I can understand how you feel, . . . and . . . ”
“I realize this is hard . . . ”
“I see you are busy, and . . . ”
“That must have felt . . . ”

(use an) Easy manner: Smile.
Use humor.
Use nonthreatening body language.
Leave your attitude at the door.

 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 27.1

Interpersonal Effectiveness:  
Building and Maintaining Positive Relationships
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Choose two situations during the week in which you used your GIVE skills, and 
describe below.

Remember GIVE:

(be) Gentle

(act) Interested

Validate

(use an) Easy manner

Situation 1:

With whom are you trying to keep a good relationship?  

What was the situation in which you chose to use your GIVE skills?  

 

 

What was the outcome?  

 

How did you feel after using your skills?  

Situation 2:

With whom are you trying to keep a good relationship?  

What was the situation in which you chose to use your GIVE skills?  

 

 

What was the outcome?  

 

How did you feel after using your skills?  
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 27.2

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing GIVE Skills
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Remember FAST:

(be) Fair

(no) Apologies

Stick to values 

(be) Truthful

(be) Fair: Be fair to yourself and to the other person.

(no) Apologies: Don’t overapologize for your behavior, for making a request, or for 
being you. (If you wronged someone, don’t underapologize.)

Stick to values: Stick to your own values and opinions.

Don’t sell out to get what you want, to fit in or to avoid saying no.

(Refer to the list of values and priorities in Handout 19.5 of the 
Emotion Regulation module.)

(be) Truthful: Don’t lie.

Don’t act helpless when you are not.

Don’t make up excuses or exaggerate.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HANDOUT 28.1

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Maintaining Your Self‑Respect

Cigarette,
cheat

Alcohol,
lie, steal No, thanks
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Name:  

Due Date:  

Choose two situations during the week in which you used your FAST skills, and 
describe below.

Remember FAST:

(be) Fair

(no) Apologies

Stick to values 

(be) Truthful

Situation 1:

In what way are you trying to maintain your self-respect?  

 

 

 

What was the situation in which you chose to use your FAST skills, and how did you 
use them?  

 

 

What was the outcome?  

 

 

How did you feel after you used your skills?  

 

 
 

(continued)

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 28.2

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing FAST Skills
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Situation 2:

In what way are you trying to maintain your self-respect?  

 

 

 

What was the situation in which you chose to use your FAST skills, and how did you 
use them?  

 

 

What was the outcome?  

 

 

How did you feel after you used your skills?  

 

 

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Practicing FAST Skills (page 2 of 2)
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   Before asking for something or saying no to a request, you have  
   to decide how intensely you want to hold your ground.

   Options range from very low intensity (you are very flexible and 
accept the situation) to very high intensity (try every skill you know to change the 
situation and get what you want).

OPTIONS 
Low intensity (let go, give in)

Asking
Intensity 

Level Saying no

Don’t ask; don’t hint. 1 Do what the other person wants without being 
asked.

Hint indirectly; take no. 2 Don’t complain; do it cheerfully.

Hint openly; take no. 3 Do it even if you’re not cheerful about it.

Ask tentatively; take no. 4 Do it, but show that you’d rather 
not.

Ask gracefully, but take no. 5 Say you’d rather not, but do it 
gracefully.

Ask confidently; take no. 6 Say no confidently, but reconsider.

Ask confidently; resist no. 7 Say no confidently; resist 
saying yes.

Ask firmly; resist no. 8 Say no firmly; resist saying yes.

Ask firmly; insist; negotiate; 
keep trying. 9 Say no firmly; resist; 

negotiate; keep trying.

Ask and don’t take no for 
an answer. 10 Don’t do it.

High intensity (stay firm)
 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.

HANDOUT 29.1

Interpersonal Effectiveness: 
Evaluating Your Options
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When deciding how firm or intense you want to be in asking or 
saying no, think about:

 1. The other person’s or your own capability.
 2. Your priorities.
 3. The effect of your actions on your self-respect.
 4. Your or the other person’s moral and legal rights in the 

situation.
 5. Your authority over the person (or the person’s over you).
 6. The type of relationship you have with the person.
 7. The effect of your action on long- vs. short-term goals.
 8. The degree of give and take in your relationship.
 9. Whether you have done your homework to prepare.
10. The timing of your request or refusal.

 1. Capability: •	 Is the person able to give me what I want? If YES, raise the 
intensity of ASKING.

•	 Do I have what the person wants? If NO, raise the intensity of 
NO.

 2. Priorities: •	 Are your GOALS very important? Increase intensity.
•	 Is your RELATIONSHIP shaky? Consider reducing intensity.
•	 Is your SELF-RESPECT on the line? Intensity should fit your 

values.

 3. Self-respect: •	 Do I usually do things for myself? Am I careful to avoid acting 
helpless when I am not? If YES, raise the intensity of ASKING.

•	 Will saying no make me feel bad about myself, even when I 
am thinking about it wisely? If NO, raise the intensity of NO.

 4. Rights: •	 Is the person required by law or moral code to give me what I 
want? If YES, raise the intensity of ASKING.

•	 Am I required to give the person what he or she is asking for? 
Would saying no violate the other person’s rights? If NO, raise 
the intensity of NO.

 
(continued)

 
Adapted with permission from Linehan (2015b). Copyright © Marsha M. Linehan.
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 5. Authority: •	 Am I responsible for directing the person or telling the person 
what to do? If YES, raise the intensity of ASKING.

•	 Does the person have authority over me (e.g., my boss, my 
teacher, my parent)? And is what the person is asking within 
his or her authority? If NO, raise the intensity of NO.

 6. Relationship: •	 Is what I want appropriate to the current relationship? If YES, 
raise the intensity of ASKING.

•	 Is what the person is asking for appropriate to our current 
relationship? If NO, raise the intensity of NO.

 7. Long-term 
vs. short-term 
goals:

•	 Will not asking for what I want keep the peace now but 
create problems in the long run? If YES, raise the intensity of 
ASKING.

•	 Is giving in to keep the peace right now more important than 
the long-term welfare of the relationship? Will I eventually 
regret or resent saying no? If NO, raise the intensity of NO.

 8. Give and take: •	 What have I done for the person? Am I giving at least as much 
as I ask for? Am I willing to give if the person says yes? If YES, 
raise the intensity of ASKING.

•	 Do I owe person a favor? Does he or she do a lot for me? If 
NO, raise the intensity of NO.

 9. Homework: •	 Have I done my homework? Do I know all the facts I need to 
know to support my request? Am I clear about what I want? If 
YES, raise the intensity of ASKING.

•	 Is the other person’s request clear? Do I know what I am 
agreeing to? If NO, raise the intensity of NO.

10. Timing: •	 Is this a good time to ask? Is the person “in the mood” for 
listening and paying attention to me? Am I catching the person 
when he or she is likely to say yes to my request? If YES, raise 
the intensity of ASKING.

•	 Is this a bad time to say no? Should I hold off answering for a 
while? If NO, raise the intensity of NO.

Other factors:  
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From DBT Skills in Schools: Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT STEPS-A) by James J. Mazza, 
Elizabeth T. Dexter-Mazza, Alec L. Miller, Jill H. Rathus, and Heather E. Murphy. Copyright © 2016 The Guilford Press. 
Permission to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual students 
(see copyright page for details). Purchasers can download additional copies of this material (see the box at the end of the table 
of contents).

Name:  

Due Date:  

Choose a situation during the week that required more than one interpersonal 
effectiveness skill.

Describe the situation:  

 

 

What were my priorities? (Check all that apply)

   Build/maintain relationship.

   Get what I want, say no, or be taken seriously.

   Build/maintain self-respect.

What I said or did: (check and describe)

   (be) Gentle     Describe     (be) Fair

   (act) Interested     Express     (no) Apologies

   Validate      Assert     Stick to values

   (use an) Easy manner    Reinforce    (be) Truthful

       (be) Mindful

       Appear confident

       Negotiate

 

 

 

 

 
Adapted with permission from Rathus and Miller (2015). Copyright © The Guilford Press.

HOMEWORK 29.4

Interpersonal Effectiveness:  
Using Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills at the Same Time
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ABC PLEASE skills, 22–23, 245–248, 444
components of, 245
emotion regulation and, 233

ACCEPTS skills, 17, 262, 387, 388, 389–390
Acceptance, radical; see Radical acceptance
Accepting reality; see Reality acceptance skills
ACCEPTS

components of, 103
Wise Mind, 109, 110, 111f, 112, 117

Administrative issues, 32, 34–35
Adolescents, social-emotional learning curricula for, need 

for, 4–5
Alcohol use, signs of, 38–39, 38t
Anger, 423
Asking

DEAR MAN, GIVE, and FAST skills and, 335
intensity level of, 286, 328–335, 478–479
low-intensity behaviors for, 327

Asserting rights, 286
Attention, focusing, 14
Autonomic nervous system (ANS), 125

B

“Be Unmindful of Worries,” 235
Behavior

guidelines for, 36–37
identifying goals for, 55
risky, 38–39

Brainstorming, for problem solving, 225
Breath, observing, 81–82, 92–93, 305–306; see also 

Mindfulness exercises
Breathing, paced, 132–133, 396

PNS and, 18
Buddhism, 14
Building mastery skills, 22, 245–246, 255, 452, 455

Buzz (counting game), 315–316; see also Mindfulness 
exercises

C

CASEL guides, 6
Challenging students, teaching; see Teaching challenging 

students
Checking the facts, 21, 433, 434, 438

emotional responses and, 210–213, 222
problem solving and, 224–225

Clarifying priorities, 287–289, 291
review of, 295

Class schedule, 369
Class size, 28–29
Classroom behavior, nonjudgmental, 51; see also 

Judgments; Nonjudgmental stance
Cohesion-building exercise, 57–58, 58f
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 

Learning (CASEL), 5
Confidentiality, 36–37, 51
Confusion/distraction

continuum of, 367
mindfulness skills and, 53–54

Consistency Management and Cooperative Discipline, 7t
Cope ahead skills, 22–23, 246–248, 255
Coping ahead, 451, 455
Counting the breath exercise, 92–93; see also Mindfulness 

exercises
Crisis, defined, 108
Crisis survival kit, 128, 395
Crisis survival skills, 17–18, 107–108, 386, 387; see also 

IMPROVE the moment; Pros and cons; Self-soothe 
skills; TIP skills

Curious mind, adopting, 167, 409
Curriculum goals, 27–28

Index

Note: f or t following a page number indicates a figure or a table; handouts and homework forms are in italics.
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D

DBT Skills Manual for Adolescents (Rathus and Miller), 45
DBT skills training; see also DBT STEPS-A

effectiveness of, 8
purpose and characteristics of, 3

DBT STEPS-A
alternatives to, 45
class rules, 36–37
components of, 3–4
format options for, 28–29
general guidelines for, 365
goals of, 52, 366–367
graduation credits and, 35
instructor issues, 38–39, 38t
introduction to, 50–51
lack of satisfactory progress in, 35
overview of, 10–25

curriculum sequence, 11, 11f, 12t
Dialectics (Lesson 2), 13–14
Distress Tolerance (Lessons 6-12), 17–20
Emotion Regulation (Lessons 15-21), 20–23
Interpersonal Effectiveness (Lessons 25-29), 23–25
Mindfulness (Lessons 3-5, 13-14, 23-24), 14–16
Orientation (Lesson 1), 12–13

potential benefits to schools, 10
preliminary research on, 9–10
rationale for, 4–25, 9–10
teachers of, 3
teaching to challenging students (see Teaching 

challenging students)
DEAR MAN skills, 24, 286, 317, 463, 464, 467, 468, 469

combining with FAST and GIVE skills, 320–321
components of, 298–300
practicing, 301, 306–308

Decision making, pros and cons strategy and, 18
Describing, 16, 461
Dialectical, defining, 52
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), DBT STEPS-A and, 3–4
Dialectical Behavior Therapy with Suicidal Adolescents 

(Miller et al.), 45
Dialectical thinking, 371, 372–373

“how to” guide to, 63–64
review of, 68

Dialectics, 370
Dialectics (Lesson 2), 13–14, 59–65

detailed lesson plan, 60–64
discussion of, 61
overview and timeline, 60
summary and introductory material, 59

Diary cards, 32
example of, 33f
student evaluation and, 35

Distraction, 387
explanation of, 110
mindfulness skills and, 53–54
noticing, 93

Distress tolerance, 385–413
Distress tolerance (Lesson 6), 103–113; see also ACCEPTS skills

detailed lesson plan, 105–113
lesson overview and timeline, 104–105

skills for, 107–108 (see also Crisis survival skills; Reality 
acceptance skills)

summary and introductory material, 103–104
Distress tolerance (Lesson 7), 114–124; see also 

IMPROVE the moment; Self-soothe skills
detailed lesson plan, 116–124
lesson overview and timeline, 115
summary and introductory material, 114–115

Distress tolerance (Lesson 8), 125–134; see also TIP  
skills

detailed lesson plan, 127–134
lesson overview and timeline, 126
summary and introductory material, 125–126

Distress tolerance (Lesson 9), 135–143; see also Pros and 
cons

detailed lesson plan, 136–143
lesson overview and timeline, 136
summary and introductory material, 135

Distress tolerance (Lesson 10), 144–152; see also Radical 
acceptance; Reality acceptance skills

detailed lesson plan, 146–152
lesson overview and timeline, 145–146
summary and introductory material, 144–145

Distress tolerance (Lesson 11), 153–161; see also Turning 
the mind; Willingness

detailed lesson plan, 155–161
lesson overview and timeline, 154
summary and introductory material, 153

Distress tolerance (Lesson 12), 162–171; see also 
Mindfulness of current thoughts

detailed lesson plan, 164–171
lesson overview and timeline, 163–164
summary and introductory material, 162

Distress tolerance skills, impulsiveness and, 54
Distress tolerance test, 340–343

answer key for, 344–346
Drug use

adolescents and, 5
signs of, 38–39, 38t

Drugs, mood-altering, avoiding, 23, 249

E

Eating, balance, 23, 249
Eating chocolate exercise, 137–138; see also Mindfulness 

exercises
Effectiveness, 383, 462

discussion of, 99–101
Emotion diary, 194, 421
Emotion mind, 15

definition and exercise, 71–73
review of, 176

Emotion model, 199–204, 209–210, 260, 422, 431, 457
Emotion regulation, 414–457

goals of, 21, 189–191
Emotion regulation (Lesson 15), 185–194; see also 

Emotions, functions of; Emotions, myths about
detailed lesson plan, 187–194
lesson overview and timeline, 186–187
summary and introductory materials, 185–186
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Emotion regulation (Lesson 16), 195–205; see also 
Emotion model

detailed lesson plan, 197–205
lesson overview and timeline, 196
summary and introductory materials, 195–196

Emotion regulation (Lesson 17), 206–218; see also 
Emotional responses, changing; Checking the 
facts; Opposite action

detailed lesson plan, 208–218
lesson overview and timeline, 207–208
summary, main points, materials, and preparation, 

206–207
Emotion regulation (Lesson 18), 219–229; see also Problem 

solving
combining opposite action and problem solving in, 227
detailed lesson plan, 221–229
lesson overview and timeline, 220
summary, main points, materials, and preparation, 

219–220
Emotion regulation (Lesson 19), 229–239; see also ABC 

PLEASE skills
ABC PLEASE skills and, 233
detailed lesson plan, 231–239
lesson overview and timeline, 230–231
problem solving and, 232
summary, main points, materials, and preparation, 229–230

Emotion regulation (Lesson 20), 240–251; see also ABC 
PLEASE skills; PLEASE skills

12 tips for better sleep hygiene, 250–251
detailed lesson plan, 242–251
food and your mood, 250
lesson overview and timeline, 241–242
summary, main points, materials, and preparation, 

240–241
Emotion regulation (Lesson 21), 252–263; see also Wave skill

detailed lesson plan, 254–263
lesson overview and timeline, 253
summary, main points, materials, and preparation, 

252–253
Emotion regulation (Lesson 22), 264–266

detailed lesson plan, 265–266
lesson overview and timeline, 264–265
summary, materials, and preparation, 264

Emotion regulation module, 19–21
Emotion regulation skills, 53

rationale for teaching, 20–21
Emotion regulation test, 347–350

answer key for, 351–353
Emotional problem solving, DBT skills training for, 3–25
Emotional responses

changing, 21–22, 210–218, 432, 435–436
by checking the facts, 210–213, 222
by opposite actions, 213–218, 222
by problem solving, 22

coping skills in advance of, 22–23
Emotional suffering, letting go of, 23
Emotional thermometer, 109
Emotions

continuum of, 367
describing, 21, 203–204, 423, 424, 425, 426, 427, 428, 

429, 430

extreme (see Extreme emotions)
functions of, 21, 191–193, 192f, 418
managing, 53
myths about, 193–194, 419–420
short list of, 417
“wave” skill and, 23 (see also Wave skill)

Evaluating options, 24–25
Exercise, 23, 250, 444, 452

intense, 132, 396
PNS and, 18

Exercises; see Mindfulness exercises
Expeditionary Learning, 7t
Extreme emotions, TIP skills for managing, 130–133, 138, 

396, 397

F

Facial expressions, universal nature of, 192
Facing History and Ourselves, 7t
FAST skills, 24, 287, 317, 319f, 463, 464, 472, 473–474

balancing with DEAR MAN and GIVE skills,  
320–321

combining with DEAR MAN and GIVE skills,  
321–322

components of, 313, 318–320
practicing, 322, 326

Fear, 424
Fight-or-flight mode, 125, 128
Finding synthesis, 62–63
Food, mood and, 250, 453

G

GIVE skills, 24, 287, 463, 464, 471
combining with FAST and DEAR MAN skills,  

320–321
components of, 303
practicing, 316
relationship effectiveness and, 308–312

Goal setting, 24
Goals, 464; see also Objectives effectiveness; Relationship 

effectiveness; Self-respect effectiveness
barriers to achieving, 289–291,465
prioritizing (see Clarifying priorities)
for problem solving, 225

Grades, 34–35
Grading criteria, review of, 57
Guilt, 141f, 189, 190, 191, 213, 214–216, 234, 308, 319f, 

350f, 352f, 430

H

Handouts; see Student handouts
Happiness, 425

mindfulness and, 15
High school, SEL programs for, 7t–8t
Hokey Pokey, 174–175; see also Mindfulness exercises
Homework, grades and, 34
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I

Illness, physical, 23
IMPROVE the moment, 17, 120–121, 121f, 122–124, 128, 

387, 392, 393–394
Impulsiveness

continuum of, 367
distress tolerance skills and, 54

Instructor
administrative issues for, 32, 34–35
characteristics and training of, 29–30

Interpersonal effectiveness, 23–25, 463–480
goals of, 295
rationale for teaching, 23
skills for, 24–25

Interpersonal effectiveness (Lesson 25), 282–291
detailed lesson plan, 284–291
lesson overview and timeline, 283–284
summary and introductory material, 282–283

Interpersonal effectiveness (Lesson 26), 292–302; see also 
DEAR MAN skills

detailed lesson plan, 294–302
lesson overview and timeline, 293
summary and introductory material, 292–293

Interpersonal effectiveness (Lesson 27); see also GIVE 
skills

detailed lesson plan, 305–312
lesson overview and timeline, 304
summary and introductory material, 303–304

Interpersonal effectiveness (Lesson 28), 313–322; see also 
FAST skills

detailed lesson plan, 315–322
lesson overview and timeline, 314
summary and introductory material, 313–314

Interpersonal effectiveness (Lesson 29), 323–335; see also 
Asking; Saying no

detailed lesson plan, 325–335
lesson overview and timeline, 324–325
summary and introductory material, 323–324

Interpersonal effectiveness (Lesson 30), 336–339; see also 
Distress tolerance test; Emotion regulation test; 
Interpersonal effectiveness test

detailed lesson plan, 337–339
lesson overview and timeline, 336–337
summary and introductory material, 336

Interpersonal effectiveness test, 354–356
answer key for, 357–358

Interpersonal effectiveness skills, relationship problems 
and, 54–55

J

Jealousy, 213, 214, 216, 426
Judgmental thinking, 16, 383
Judgments

Discriminant/differentiate, 95, 278–279
Discriminating/differentiating versus evaluative, 96, 96t
evaluative, 95–96, 278
noticing, counting, restating, 97

Juggling, group, 268–269

K

Kabat-Zinn, Jon, 14, 172

L

Language, guidelines for, 36
Lesson structure, standard, 30–31
Letter switch exercise, 325–326; see also Mindfulness 

exercises
Listening to novel music exercise, 221; see also 

Mindfulness exercises
Love, 213, 214, 216, 427, 434, 435, 436, 440

M

Mental health issues, adolescent, 5
Middle path, 62–63
Middle school, SEL programs for, 7t–8t
Mind

control of, 15 (see also Mindfulness)
states of, 71–75, 172, 176–179 (see also Emotion mind; 

Reasonable mind; Three states of mind; Wise 
mind)

Mindfulness, 374–384, 409–415, 456–462
of current emotions, 456
of current thoughts, 20, 401, 408–413
specific skills of, 15–16

Mindfulness (Lesson 3), 66–78; see also Wise mind
benefits of, 69–70
detailed lesson plan, 68–76
diary cards for, 77–78
elements of, 68–69
overview and timeline, 67
states of mind and, 71–75
summary and introductory material, 66–67

Mindfulness (Lesson 13), 172–179; see also Wise mind
detailed lesson plan, 174–179
lesson overview and timeline, 173
summary and introductory materials, 172–173

Mindfulness (Lesson 23), 267–273; see also Wise mind, 
review of

detailed lesson plan, 268–273
lesson overview and timeline, 268
summary and introductory material, 267–268

Mindfulness (Lesson 24), 274–281; see also Mindfulness 
“how” skills; Mindfulness “what” skills

detailed lesson plan, 276–281
lesson overview and timeline, 275
summary and introductory material, 274–275

Mindfulness (Lessons 3-5, 13-14, 23-24), 14–16
Mindfulness exercises

bowl of jellybeans, 155–156
Breathing in “wise,” breathing out “mind,” 197, 265
brief, 30
Buzz (counting game), 315–316
counting the breath, 92–93, 164–165
dropping into the pauses of the breath, 305–306
eating chocolate, 137–138
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Mindfulness exercises (cont.)
group juggling, 268–269
Hokey Pokey, 174–175
letter switch, 325–326
listening to novel music, 221
mindful walking, 284–285
mindfulness of current thoughts, 166–168, 175
noticing urges, 254–255
observing a partner, 181–182
observing and describing a penny, 105–106
observing and describing an object, 116–117
observing the breath, 81–82
participating, 127–128
participating: standing on one leg, 146–147
“Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” 294–295
Snap, Crackle, Pop, 187–188
storytelling, 231–232
“Take Me Out to the Ball Game,” 242–243
Taking Hold of Your Mind, 175–176
wise mind, 75–76
Zen Counting, 208–209

Mindfulness “how” skills, 16, 383, 415
demonstrations of, 183–184
practicing, 188, 285
review of, 277–281

Mindfulness “how” skills (Lesson 5), 90–102
detailed lesson plan, 92–102
lesson overview and timeline, 91–92
practicing, 102
summary and introductory materials, 90–91

Mindfulness “how” skills (Lesson 14), 180–184
Mindfulness practice, importance of, 70
Mindfulness skills

confusion/distraction and, 53–54
rationale for teaching, 14
secular nature of, 14

Mindfulness “what” skills, 16, 380, 382, 415
demonstrations of, 183–184
practicing, 188, 285
review of, 277–281

Mindfulness “what” skills (Lesson 4), 79–89; see also 
Describing; Observing; Participating

detailed lesson plan, 81–89
lesson overview and timeline, 80–81
summary and introductory materials, 79–80

Mindfulness “what” skills (Lesson 14), 180–184
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, 14
Mindlessness, examples of, 70
Mood, food and, 250, 453
Mood-altering drugs, avoiding, 23, 249
Multitasking, 99
Multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) model, 40, 42f

DBT STEPS-A and, 42

N

Nonjudgmental stance, 462; see also Judgments
discussion and role plays, 278–280

Noticing Urges exercise, 254–255; see also Mindfulness 
exercises

O

Objectives effectiveness, 296–297; see also DEAR MAN skills
and DEAR MAN skills, 297–301
defined, 24

Observing, 461
description of, 16
inside/outside, 82–83

Observing exercises; see also Mindfulness exercises
counting the breath, 92–93
eating chocolate, 137–138
listening to novel music, 221
mindful walking, 284–285
observing a penny, 105–106
observing an object, 116–117
observing your partner, 181–182
pauses of the breath, 305–306
scent, 276
wise mind, 197, 265

One-mindfully, 16, 97–99, 383, 462
Opposite action, 21–22, 208, 210, 213–220, 222–223, 

227–228, 237, 261, 410, 435–436, 438, 441
Options, skills for evaluating, 24–25, 475
Orientation (Lesson 1), 12–13

detailed lesson plan, 50–58
introduction, 50–57
lesson overview and timeline, 49–50
summary and introductory material, 49

P

Paced breathing, PNS and, 18
Painful feelings/urges, 385

coping with, 107
Parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), 125, 129
Participating, 34–35, 91, 92, 461; see also ACCEPTS

ACCEPTS skills and, 17
description of, 16–17
discussion of, 87

Participating exercises, 87–88, 101; see also Mindfulness 
exercises

Buzz (counting game), 315–316
group juggling, 268–269
Hokey Pokey, 174–175
letter switch, 325–326
singing “Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” 294–295
singing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game,” 242–243
Snap, Crackle, Pop, 187–188
standing on one leg, 146–147
storytelling, 231–232
throwing sounds, 101, 127
Zen counting, 208–209

Physical illness, 23, 248
Pleasant activities, 235–236, 446–447
PLEASE skills, 23, 248–251, 255, 260, 452, 455
Positive experiences, 236–237, 239, 244, 445, 448, 450
Positives, accumulating, 22
Practical issues, 26–39

class size and general format, 28–29
curriculum goals, 27–28
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implementation options, 26–27
instructor characteristics and training, 29–30
scheduling options, 27
special STEPS-A class rules, 36–37
special STEPS-A instructor issues, 38–39, 38t
standard lesson structure, 30–31
student materials, 31–32
teacher administrative issues, 32, 34–35

Priorities, clarifying, 287–289, 291, 466
Problem solving, 22, 222–229, 440, 441, 442–443

emotion regulation and, 232
options for, 55–56, 368
pros and cons list for, 226, 226f
steps in, 223–227

Project Based Learning by Buck Institute for Education,  
7t

Pros and cons, 18, 387, 398, 399–400
discussion of, 139–140
exercise for, 140, 141f, 142
practicing, 142, 147
for problem solving, 226, 226f

R

Radical acceptance, 19, 148–152, 402, 403, 404–405
Radical acceptance skills, review of, 156–157
Reading Apprenticeship, 8t
Reality acceptance skills, 19–20, 108, 148–151, 401
Reasonable mind, 15–16

definition and discussion, 73
review of, 176

Relationship effectiveness
defined, 24
GIVE skills and, 308–312

Relationship problems
continuum of, 367
interpersonal effectiveness skills and, 54–55

Relationships
asking and, 331
building and maintaining, 286, 470

Respect, 51
Response-to-intervention (RTI) model, 40–41, 41f
Rights

asking and, 330–331
asserting, 286

Risky behavior, avoiding discussion of, 37
“Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” 294–295; see also 

Mindfulness exercises

S

Sadness, 428
Saying no

DEAR MAN, GIVE, and FAST skills and, 335
factors affecting intensity level, 478–479
and factors determining intensity level, 328–335
low-intensity behaviors for, 327

Scheduling options, 27

School-based mental health (SBMH) services, 41
schools implementing Tiers 1-3, 45–46
Tiers 1-3 services within, 44, 45–46, 45f

Schools, practical issues in; see Practical issues
Second Step: Student Success Through Prevention for 

Middle School, 7t
SEL programs

and lack of outcome research, 8
for middle and high school, 7t–8t

Self-disclosure, student challenges with, 30
Self-harming behavior, 39

signs of, 38t
Self-respect, 472

asking and, 330
building and maintaining, 286

Self-respect effectiveness
defined, 24
goals of, 317

Self-soothe skills, 118–120, 119f, 387, 391
Self-soothing, 18
Shame, 213–216, 233–234, 429
Shoulds, letting go of, 19
Skill acquisition, as curriculum goal, 27–28
Sleep, balance, 23, 249
Sleep hygiene, 250–251, 454
Snap, Crackle, Pop exercise, 187–188; see also Mindfulness 

exercises
Social-emotional learning (SEL) curricula

existing versions of, 6, 7t–8t, 8
instructor requirements for, 29–30
middle and high school examples of, 7t–8t
need for, 4–5
proactive approach of, 5
school-based standards for, 26–27

States of mind; see Three states of mind
Storytelling, 231–232; see also Mindfulness exercises
Stressors, adolescent, 5
Student handouts, 31–32, 359–480

individual handouts, 363–480
listing of titles, 359–362

Student Success Skills, 7t, 8t
Suffering

emotional, letting go of, 23
mindfulness and, 15
nonacceptance and, 19, 144, 149–150

Suicidal adolescents, DBT STEPS-A and, 3–4
Suicidal behaviors, signs of, 38t, 39
Sympathetic nervous system (SNS), 129
Synthesis, finding, 62–63

T

Target behavior
definition of, 52
guidelines for, 37

Teacher; see Instructor
Teaching challenging students, 40–46

beyond RTI Tier 3, 41, 41f
beyond school settings, 46
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Teaching challenging students (cont.)
multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) model and, 40, 42,  

45f
response-to-intervention framework and, 40–41, 41f
at Tier 2, 43–44
at Tier 3, 43–44
within Tiers 1-3 of SBMH, 44–46

Temperature, PNS and, 18
Test scores, 34
Thinking; see also Dialectical thinking

judgmental, 16
Thoughts

versus facts, 83
mindfulness of, 20, 401, 409–413
observing and describing, 86

Three states of mind, 71–75, 376, 414
review of, 270
solutions using, 182–183

Three states of mind exercise, 176–179
Tier 2 students, strategies for, 43
Tier 3 students, strategies for, 43–44
TIP skills, 18, 128–133, 138, 387, 396

intense exercise, 132
paced breathing, 132–133

using temperature, 130–131
Turning the mind, 19–20, 157–158, 401, 406, 408

W

“Waiting to fail” approach, 5
Wave skill, 23, 256–260, 262–263, 456, 458–459
Willingness, 20, 158–161, 401, 407, 408
Wise mind, 15–16, 176–179, 377–378, 379, 449, 460

definition, 73
discussion and exercises, 73–76, 270–272
mindfulness exercise for, 197
questions about, 272f
review of, 176, 277–278
values and priorities and, 237–238

Wise Mind ACCEPTS, 110, 111f, 112, 117
Word Scramble, 57–58, 58f

Z

Zen Counting, 208–209; see also Mindfulness exercises
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