Case Conceptualization 
Identifying data: 
Cheryl is a ten year old white female who lives with her biological mother and step-father. She is an only child. Cheryl has no contact with her biological father; her mother had his rights terminated two years ago. Cheryl dresses in jeans or pants with t-shirts. Typically the shirts are either pink or purple and have some sort of decoration on them. Her hair is medium length and is usually neat but sometimes her bangs hang in her face. Cheryl shows flat affect talking in a monotone voice, and she shows very little, if any, facial expressions. She takes Stratera for ADHD and Zoloft for depression 

Presenting problem: 
Cheryl’s homeroom teacher referred her for counseling. The teacher is concerned with Cheryl’s ability to get along with her classmates and with her teachers. She has little or no social skills and has a hard time fitting in and making friends. She will interrupt conversations and demands immediate attention. When working in cooperative groups within the classroom, Cheryl will dominate the activity not letting anyone else present ideas and she is often bossy toward the other students. She will “accidentally” bump into classmates or will hit them and say she didn’t mean to or say that she barely touched them. 

Cheryl’s mother sees the same things in Cheryl at home. She does not go over to other girls’ houses to play and no one comes to her house to play. 

Relevant history: 

Late in December Cheryl was diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome. She has difficulty reading other people’s social cues such as facial expressions body language, and tone of voice. Her teachers have never had a student with AS and have had a difficult time dealing with Cheryl. There is one male student who picks on Cheryl and tries to get her in trouble. 

Interpersonal style: 

Cheryl wants to have friends and be part of a group yet she is unable to because of the effects of Asperger Syndrome (AS). Cheryl will interrupt others when they are talking; she will be bossy to the other students; and she will push, hit, or poke the students in order to get her way. Students will sometimes play with her out on the playground and then isolate her in the classroom. There are a few students who will bully and tease Cheryl in an attempt to get her in trouble. Cheryl moves against people. She will argue and fight to get her way. She accepts the hostility around her. Cheryl wants to be accepted and to have friends yet she is unable to maintain peer relationships. 

Cheryl has been seeing me since September and seems more relaxed and at ease during our sessions. She is open to counseling but is a little resistant to some of the behavioral techniques I use in session. 

Environmental factors: 

Cheryl has many sources of stress in her life. Her mother is sometimes a stressor in that she gets into power struggles with Cheryl and does not allow Cheryl to invite friends over to her house. Cheryl’s homeroom teacher is a stressor. When students pick on Cheryl, her teacher will do nothing to correct the situation, and often the teacher will side with the other students. The teacher also will openly show her frustration to the whole class. She will sometimes yell at Cheryl in front of the whole class. The students do not want to be Cheryl’s friend. They will separate from Cheryl. There is also a small group of students that will tease Cheryl and call her names. 

Sources of support for Cheryl are her mother and step-father. Her mother has worked really hard to get Cheryl the help and support she needs, especially since the diagnosis of AS. Our weekly counseling sessions are also a source of support. Cheryl recognizes her drawing ability which supports her self-image. 

Personality dynamics: 

Cheryl has average to above average intelligence. She makes A’s and B’s. She is in the gifted program. Because of the Asperger Syndrome, Cheryl cannot read other people’s facial expressions or body language. She is unaware of simple social cues. Cheryl considers herself to be a good artist and a good writer. She wants to become an artist when she grows up. 

Cheryl understands the concept of positive friendship behaviors and negative friendship behaviors yet she cannot make the transition to her everyday interactions with her peers. She cannot make the leap from thoughts to actions. This is because of the AS. 

Typically, Cheryl talks in a monotone. She exhibits very little emotion in her voice. Only one time was Cheryl visibly distraught and sobbing. She has only recently begun to show a change in tone when she mimics other students.

Cheryl has no psychosomatic symptoms. She looks healthy and there seems to be no evidence of sleeplessness or malnutrition. She will pick the tips of her fingers and pick at her lips during session. If she has a sore or a scab, she will pick at that when she is talking to me. 

Counselor’s conceptualization of the problem: 

Because of the Asperger Syndrome, Cheryl lacks social skills. Although she tries to get the students to stop picking on her or to stop saying mean things to her, Cheryl has grown to accept the negative treatment from the other students. This is a self-defeating behavior. Rational emotive behavior therapy (REBT) practitioners “emphasize present events and how one reacts to them. The theory of REBT stresses that, as human beings, we have choices” (Thompson & Rudolph, 2000, p.187). Cheryl did not choose to have Asperger Syndrome. She has no choice or control over how the other students treat her or what they say to her, but she does have both a choice and control over how she reacts to the difficulties presented to her. 

Ellis and Harper compiled a list of irrational beliefs that cause people trouble. One of those beliefs is “it is a dire necessity for people to loved or approved by almost everyone for virtually everything they do” (Thompson & Rudolph, 2000, p.188). Cheryl desperately seeks the approval of her peers and adults. Cheryl wants to be a friend and to have friends yet she sends mixed messages to her peers. She is often bossy on the playground; she will push and hit her peers; then she will give them candy on Valentine’s Day. She wants the approval of others, but she continues to send mixed messages. This is confusing to the other students and they often ignore her or mistreat her and Cheryl allows this to happen. Her irrational belief is that “I must have friends” yet she does not know how to go about making and keeping friends. 

Glasser believed that psychological problems are the result of a person’s inability to fulfill one’s basic needs of love and belonging, power, freedom, fun and survival (Thompson & Rudolph, 2000). Cheryl seeks to belong to a group of friends. She will call her classmates friends but when she had a birthday party recently, none of those friends were on her list; the names of her mom’s friends kept being named. When I asked her why no one from school was invited to her party, she said it was because her mom would only allow a certain number of kids at her party. 

Cheryl seeks power by trying to control her environment by bossing the other students and not allowing them to express their thoughts or ideas. Recently during a science experiment, Cheryl would not allow the other students to touch the items needed for the testing. She would not allow the group to function as a group; she turned the assignment into an individual project in her attempt at having power over the experiment and her environment. 

Cheryl finds freedom in drawing even if it means not doing her school work. She loves to draw and to color and if the mood strikes, she will do just that (also seeking power). She meets her need for fun by playing at recess, playing computer games, watching TV, and going to the movies with her mom. 

Glasser believes that all problems brought to counseling are relationship problems (Thompson & Rudolph, 2000). Cheryl wants to have friends and to be a friend yet she lacks the ability because of the Asperger Syndrome. She is bossy to her peers; she will hit, push, or poke her friends and then say it was an accident. Students will bully Cheryl and say mean things to her. There is definite strain on her relationships with her peers. 

“Choice theory is based on the proposition that the only person whose behavior we can control is our own” (Thompson & Rudolph, 2000, p. 100). Cheryl cannot control the actions of others. She can only control her actions and reactions. Cheryl has no control over the fact that she has AS, yet she can learn how to deal with the diagnosis and can learn social skills. 

Treatment plan: 

According to REBT theory, I would want to address the behavioral, cognitive and emotional aspects of Cheryl’s situation. Cheryl needs to learn social skills. Because of the Asperger Syndrome, she cannot read facial expressions, body language, or interpret basic social cues. From an REBT standpoint, I would address these needs. First I would teach Cheryl how to recognize her own body cues when she gets anxious, frustrated, or angry. I would ask her to identify how her head feels, how her stomach feels, what she does with her hands during these times of frustration. By knowing what her body is doing, she can recognize these moments. Then I would teach her a relaxation technique to use when she is angry and frustrated to avoid screaming and yelling at whomever she is angry with. 

I would also role play various social situations with Cheryl. This would be a time to teach Cheryl appropriate ways to interact with others. During this time I would also teach Cheryl how to use her “strong” voice when telling other students to stop picking on her. I would also make use of social stories. These are stories written in first person and are specific to certain social situations. They teach what to do when two people are talking or when a group of students are playing. 

Using a Reality Therapy approach I would continue to build a warm relationship with Cheryl. The reason for this is so that she will include me in her quality world. Another intervention that I would use is confrontation when Cheryl exhibits negative friendship behavior towards others. I would ask questions such as “What were you doing?” and “What did you say?” and then teach her to reframe her thoughts, words, and actions. I would teach Cheryl to take control of her actions and behaviors. 

Using Reality Therapy I would use the WDEP technique. I would have her describe her present behavior. Then I would help her evaluate what is going on in her life and how she is helping herself to make and keep friends. “Reality therapy focuses on working with observable content, including behavior, plans, and goals” (Thompson & Rudolph, 2000, p. 105). Then I would help Cheryl brainstorm (on a white board or newsprint) possible alternatives for getting what she wants (friends). I would then have Cheryl choose one alternative to do to help her reach her goal of having and maintaining friendships. I would make this a homework assignment so that Cheryl would make the commitment to try the alternative. At our next session I would have Cheryl describe to me how the alternative worked and look at whether or not she kept her commitment. If she did not meet her commitment, we would discuss writing a new contract. We would discuss the logical consequences of not meeting her commitment and finally I would encourage perseverance – for Cheryl to keep on working on her goal. 

Another thing I would do is to teach Cheryl self-control. Cheryl has a difficult time controlling herself when she gets angry or upset. She will scream and yell; one time she ran out of the classroom. I would teach her to count to 10 (or higher if she needs to) slowly and in control when she finds herself in a situation where she just wants to scream and yell. This would help her to gain some self-control. 
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